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			Oh, for an arts degree!

			Julia Horne

			In September 2020, a month before the Job-Ready Graduates Higher Education Reform (JRG package) legislation was enacted, I interviewed the presidents of the two learned Australian academies of the humanities and social sciences about its impact on arts and social science degrees.1 Each academy had submitted its response to the proposed legislation mounting a strong defence of the value of the humanities and social sciences as a basis for ‘job-ready’ degrees that made economic sense for Australia’s social and cultural wellbeing.

			In answer to a question about how the humanities and social sciences expand and deepen understanding, both presidents were unequivocal about the distinctive perspectives the disciplines offer. They gave examples. What is the cause of the frequent mass death of fish in the Darling River? The science is clear, but analysing the social, legal and economic governance of water management that led to such disaster is a more complex task. Vaccinations as a way to live with COVID? Well, yes, in one sense. But humanities and social science perspectives revealed that ‘living with covid’—both before and after vaccination—was not solely a medical or scientific problem, but involved social, cultural, ethical and economic complexities the likes of which had not been seen in Australia for generations. They concluded that investment in humanities and social science degrees helps ensure future workforces are equipped with a variety of useful expertise.

			The JRG package was widely criticised as an attack by the then Coalition government on the study of humanities and social science disciplines. It built on a populist claim that an arts and social science degree is dilettantish, even ‘woke’, does not lead to financially or intellectually rewarding employment and is an economic burden on society (though how or why is rarely explained).

			For the first time in 70 years, the then Coalition federal government would, in real terms, contribute almost nothing to the cost of an undergraduate arts degree, effectively transferring the financial burden onto students and universities. The government wanted graduates to be ‘job-ready’. It redesigned the funding formula in order to encourage students to abandon certain courses—in fact, most of those in an arts and social science degree—in favour of the ‘national priority fields’ of engineering, science, teaching and healthcare.2

			In universities, the humanities and social sciences fit within a Commonwealth funding cluster called ‘society and culture’. While the humanities and social sciences may have distinct methodological approaches, including the type and use of sources, nonetheless, the transferable skills and attributes of humanities and social science graduates are broadly the same. The Australian Academy of Humanities emphasises the ability to construct sophisticated, evidence-based arguments as well as the capacity to think critically and independently and strengthen cultural competency, while the Academy of the Social Sciences promotes high-level communication, problem-solving, innovation and emotional judgement. More pragmatically, most humanities graduates have at some point in their degree studied social science subjects such as sociology, political science, psychology or economics, while many social science graduates have studied subjects such as philosophy, history or a language.

			The statistics for society and culture undergraduate subjects are illuminating. The single largest cohort of students to graduate are trained in the humanities and social sciences. In 2021, 25.4 per cent of total student load across the Australian university sector studied society and culture. The next largest cohort was health at 19.2 per cent nationally. All other cohorts, such as management and commerce, and the sciences, were under 15 per cent. And most cohorts, such as architecture, engineering, education, were under 10 per cent. Further, most of Australia’s 42 higher education institutions have more than 20 per cent student load in society and culture studies. And of these, eight universities have more than 30 per cent student load in society and culture.3 Arts and social science degrees are a significant focus of the Australian higher education sector.

			While the JRG package initially increased funding for society and culture subjects, it did so by placing the financial burden on students (also on universities, but we do not know by how much). The government now only paid 7 per cent of government-determined fees incurred in most society and culture subjects, with students liable for 93 per cent (which most choose to pay through HELP/HECS). Yet the sector average for all degrees is 52 per cent paid by government and 48 per cent by the student. Further, universities incur a range of expenses in teaching degree courses that are not covered by the Commonwealth student contribution but are subsidised by universities through alternative revenue streams. Governments, it is fair to say, have almost entirely removed themselves from the funding of an arts and social sciences education.4

			In effect, society and culture students form a significant privately funded cluster within public universities. The majority of this cohort are women, many of whom, for a variety of social and cultural reasons, will never achieve the average male earnings in their chosen career. Further, society and culture subjects are what many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students choose to study. By purposefully shaping an enclave of privately funded education within public universities, the JRG package has inadvertently targeted women and First Nations people, the very cohort who may least be able to afford hikes in student fee contributions, yet who are a crucial part of Australia’s workforce.

			Despite ill-conceived assumptions, arts and social science graduates, which is a significant cohort, actually contribute to economic productivity and national wealth. In 2019, four months after graduation, 64.9 per cent of graduates with generalist arts and social science undergraduate degrees had full-time employment, which is not much lower than the smaller cohort of graduates with undergraduate medical degrees, of which 69.7 per cent were in full-time employment. Three years after graduation, the arts and social sciences cohort increased to 89.6 per cent in full-time employment, again, not much lower than medicine at 93.9 per cent.5

			Could Australia survive without arts and social science graduates in its workforce? It is an interesting question. The sheer numbers suggest not. Sure, there is no specific ‘profession’ attached to an arts and social sciences degree, which makes it difficult to measure using government ‘industry’ categories, unlike the medical and engineering professions. Industry categories include ‘health care and social assistance’, ‘education and training’, ‘public administration and safety’, ‘retail’, and ‘professional, scientific and technical services’, along with ‘arts and recreation services’ and ‘information, media and telecommunications’. Anecdotally, we probably all know people with undergraduate arts and social sciences degrees who work in these industries. They are probably employed for good reasons, too, with the promise of a skill set that includes high-level communication, critical and independent thinking, problem-solving and evidence-based arguments. I will hazard a guess that that these industries rely on a strong cohort of ‘hidden’ employees with arts and social science degrees.

			At the time of writing, the Labor government’s university accord review process was delivering its interim report. On ‘Job-Ready’ it had this to say: ‘It is clear the funding system, as changed through the JRG package, needs to be redesigned before it causes longterm and entrenched damage to Australian higher education.’6 Those are wise words. I would add that when governments choose to shape the workforce through higher education funding arrangements, they need arts and social science graduates to understand the impact of their actions. 
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			Tactical storytelling and paradoxical failure: Writing, knowledge-making and the public humanities

			Ariella Van Luyn and Beck Wise

			Introduction

			Writing is central to acts of public communication: the exchange of text transforms workplaces and communities. Despite the rise of generative artificial intelligence that threatens to automate text creation, and the ongoing devaluing of the creative arts and publishing industries, acts of writing will remain central to public life in the future. Raewyn Connell, in her history of the higher education sector, The Good University: What Universities Actually Do and Why It’s Time for Change, argued that ‘universities educate the professions on which public health, public education and social services rely’.1 These critical professions operate, as all professions do, through acts of writing. Writing is transformative for the writer as well as the reader, and it has long been recognised as a method of inquiry.2 As writing studies takes a social justice turn in concert with wider social trends, acts of representation are increasingly understood as having ethical and political dimensions.

			Yet within Australian neoliberal universities, writing and writing studies, as sub-disciplines of the humanities, are often characterised as purely artistic or purely remedial; the former prioritises artistic value and the perpetuation of high literary culture, and the latter the instrumental value of addressing perceived deficits in student writing that might threaten academic standards. This (mis)characterisation elides writing’s political and ethical dimensions, and reflects a demand that disciplines articulate their value and regulate their labour to conform with neoliberal paradigms. This elision is made possible by writing’s paradoxical public function: it is woven so closely into public practice, public space, public interest, that it is invisible until something goes wrong—often really wrong—allowing us to ignore writing’s relational work in favour of artistic or transactional value. At the same time, writing is a central tool by which we identify, articulate and respond to what has gone wrong. How then might writing disciplines resist neoliberal tertiary institutions’ normalising tendencies and reconceptualise pedagogy and research practices in public writing for the future? We answer this question as writing academics by constructing and thinking through stories of our work in higher education.

			Perhaps this last sentence prompted you, as you read it, to think of your own story of working in higher education. Phrased like this, the word ‘stories’ invokes gossip and whisper networks, decentralised peer-to-peer practices of community knowledge-making; myth and lore, handed-down accounts of how things used to be that shape how things are; and fiction, myth and outright lies—fabulation, world-making, speculation. In universities, we both tell and hear stories. We hear the stories of classroom practice that start as anecdotes and become lore, sedimenting local standards as they are told and retold. We hear origin myths that are sanitised and institutionalised and emerge, contextless, as mission statements. We hear stories of colleagues’ successes, aspirational accounts of what might be for us, if only. At times more pointedly, we hear stories of colleagues’ failures, cautionary tales that warn us off. These narratives function to shape how we teach and how we research. Drawing on all these functions of narrative, and understanding, as Peter Brooks reminds us, that ‘the reality we experience is to a large degree constructed by narrative’,3 in this paper, we tell different kind of stories to both understand the wicked problems of working as writing academics in the humanities and to imagine different kinds of outcomes for how we might teach and research public writing. We term this approach tactical storytelling, following de Certeau’s definition of a tactic as an individual’s action undertaken to navigate systems designed with others in mind.4 By sharing our stories with each other, and with you, we model knowledge-making in community and propose tactical storytelling as a methodology for navigating apparent paradoxes in institutional settings.

			We engage in tactical storytelling at a moment when daily life seems ripped from fiction. Apocalyptic smoke clouds North America as climate change drives record-breaking wildfires; meanwhile, COVID-19’s impact is still being felt and authorities are on high alert for the next zoonotic disease outbreak as humans and animals are forced into ever-closer living situations. Artificial intelligence, an imagined robotic consciousness, threatens to upturn labour practices across a range of industries. The UK government has announced plans to house refugees on Dickensian hulks, while rich tourists are taking essentially homemade submarines on joy rides to the Titanic, long a site of stories of aristocratic hubris. Crisis seems to be an everyday occurrence, and any imagined future grounded in this present makes crisis seem inevitable.

			These crises necessitate doing things differently. As writing academics, from our positions of relative privilege, we recognise that returning to ‘normal’ or to how things were in an imagined past, is not only impossible but also actively reinscribes the practices that lead to these crises in the first place. Following Jack Halberstam’s Queer Art of Failure,5 we begin by telling stories of our own apparent failures and recovery—paradoxical failures—to understand normalising practices in the institutional contexts that govern these lived experiences and imagine how they might be resisted, in our discipline and in other fields. In collaboratively investigating these narratives and disrupting some of the myths that underpin them, we enact writing as a transformative and relational social practice. Writing studies’ fundamental understanding of writing as at once a cognitive process and a relational act interrupts dominant narratives about how expertise is produced and circulated in contemporary research institutions. This orientation affords a more nuanced understanding of our work as scholars, including the understanding that our scholarly work is always in some sense public, always situated and relational, and promises new approaches to our disciplines’ work that need not reinscribe old and harmful norms. Tactical storytelling is one method for enacting that promise, allowing scholars to imagine and thus create new ways of thinking, writing and being—both in our disciplines and in the world.

			Our stories

			We acknowledge that all our stories take place on unceded Indigenous lands that have been sites of storytelling, knowledge and culture for thousands of years.

			Failing to quit

			Ari (they/them)—Anaiwan, Gadigal and Dharug lands

			In 2020, I failed to quit academia.

			The decision to quit had been a long time coming. As many early and mid-career academics are forced to do, I’d moved for work. In 2017, I’d been offered an academic job in a regional town in the cold highlands. My then-partner, who concreted pools for a living in tropical Far North Queensland, couldn’t follow me. The relationship ended. I put it behind me. I tried to make friends. I went on Tinder. Pulled together the threads to construct a new life.

			Like many regional towns, this place has a high population turnover. People move through it, looking for work, a sense of purpose, and then leave when the opportunities don’t open up. Some stay for family, or because they can afford to buy a piece of land and construct a home there—put down roots. Generations of settlers. One of my friends died in a car accident, driving to another friend’s place out of town with a pub dinner in the back seat for both of them. A friend moved to Brisbane for a chance to build a yoga business. On Tinder, I matched with a Black man who apologised for having thick lips because someone in town had complained when he kissed them. I matched with Beck (lol).

			Beck interjects: also lol, I think I set it up and then never opened it again. Or matched with you and noped out, town was too small. I forget.

			I burnt out (not because of the thing with Beck). Managing my own breakdown, I took a year of leave without pay, moved to Sydney, enrolled in a master of secondary education, found tutoring work and took up my long neglected second novel—the kind of project without deadlines that is put down and never picked up again in fragmented academic work. Six weeks into the masters, COVID hit. The tutoring work dried up. The deadlines for teacher pracs were moved with no definite end date.

			I had my resignation letter to the university drafted but unsent. Beck texted me: DO NOT QUIT YOUR JOB IN A PLAGUE (Beck’s emphasis).

			The university had a small metro campus in Sydney and, fortunately, when I returned to work, I couldn’t travel to Armidale because of movement restrictions. My supervisor was based on the metro campus too and supported me to stay in Sydney. I managed a working remotely agreement, as many folk did during the campus closures. As the pandemic deepened, the vice-chancellor offered a series of voluntary redundancies. I applied for one and was knocked back. The working remotely agreement was extended. I tried to quit again when a couple of people complained to my supervisor I didn’t have their permission to work remotely. This time the head of school intervened and told me not to quit. Eventually, again with supervisor support, my contract was altered so I am now based on the Sydney campus. This was not possible without my supervisor and head of school, who worked to create for me new opportunities to do work I cared about—service, research and teaching—and valued that I could do it better when I was well-supported psychologically and emotionally. That suffering did not make me better.

			I wouldn’t have been able to tell this story before the change of contract happened.

			From Sydney, I’ve watched the push to return to normal. I stopped looking at the number of COVID cases because the media stopped reporting them daily.

			The university has always been known for remote education. About 85 per cent of students enrol online. Still, the push to wind back the clock translates into decisions to bring staff and postgraduates back to the regional campus.

			I regularly open the unsent resignation letter, knowing that, for my own mental survival, I’d quit before returning. It hovers in the background of my desktop.

			Over coffee, a colleague who moved across the world for academic work, leaving behind parents who she would be unable to be with when they died because a day-long flight separated them, says: ‘Why should you get to have a life here?’ I don’t know how to answer.

			Last year, a tornado ripped through the university buildings on the edge of town. One building blossoms mould, no longer safe to work in. Others, constructed with asbestos boards torn open by the wind, remain wrapped in safety tape.

			Someone talks wistfully of giving a lecture to actual students in the room. Of colleges filled with people and not plague.

			Beck stops me at this point to remind me of their first year teaching at the same university in 2017 and delivering to an empty room.

			In committee meetings, over coffee, there is talk of the town’s failing economy and the role of the university in bolstering it. Guilt flares in my chest. I push to offer travel bursaries for postgraduates so they can visit Armidale for their conference. A small gesture.

			My confidence is bolstered enough to apply for a promotion from Level B to C in 2021.

			I fail to get promoted.

			In the feedback interview afterwards, I was told that my pedagogy research was interesting but it was time for me to stop and move on. I haven’t.

			I’ve also taken on a service role supporting higher degree researchers in humanities and arts, which has allowed me to build networks within the university and beyond. I still haven’t quit. My mental health slowly improves. In 2022, I rewrote my promotion application and submitted it.

			(This time I was successful).

			As I write this, I’m reminded of the stage I went through when I couldn’t stop looking at ‘nailed it’ memes, which the Know Your Meme website tells me was at its peak in late 2018 and early 2019. The memes showed the glossy magazine version of a craft or baking project and then the failed attempts tried at home. One sticks with me: an almost photorealistic hedgehog confection, intricate features sculpted from chocolate and liquorice, on a bed of green dyed coconut-grass, underneath in block text: ‘Saw hedgehog cake on Pinterest.’ The image next to it shows two circular cakes gummed together with pink icing, the tracing of knife swirls still visible, chocolate sticks stabbed into the creature’s back. Three chocolate-coated almonds make its face and underneath its nose, a set of lolly teeth, disturbingly human, protrude. I feel a bit like that pink hedgehog, gummy teeth bared in preparation and contrariness both at once. Yep, nailed it.

			The secret DECRA

			Beck (she/they)—Turrbul and Jagera lands

			In mid-2020, I enrolled in the University of Queensland’s DECRA (Discovery Early Career Researcher Award) development workshop. I went in there with a tactical technical writing idea, looking to investigate the ways communities had stepped up to write pandemic safety materials where institutions didn’t, couldn’t or wouldn’t: think of the sewists who made YouTube videos demonstrating how to DIY a mask; the Black Lives Matter organisers who advocated for, and achieved, widespread masking at protests a full year ahead of any Australian jurisdiction even suggesting the practice; the refugees creating multilingual versions of public health advice for their communities; the mutual aid networks that sprung up to deliver money, food and information to folks in quarantine. (Writing it down two years later, it’s still a good idea.)

			The writing faculty in the room couldn’t understand it as writing. I got buddied up with a senior cultural studies scholar who couldn’t understand why I kept talking about these examples as literacy practices, and pushed hard for cultural studies methods—‘take a material artifact’, she said, ‘I can imagine a whole book themed around the mask, around how they litter the landscape.’ I can imagine that too, but it’s a different project, a different field. I hadn’t been paying close attention to the ARC (Australian Research Council) calendar because … (gestures broadly) and when I found out that the DE22 deadline was in November, not the following March as in previous years, I pulled out. I still had eligibility and I needed more time.

			In March 2021, I submitted my application for confirmation at UQ. COVID-19 had loomed over precisely half of my probation period—nominally three years, but in practice we are assessed on two years of work, and I’d had my one-year review the week before lockdowns started in March 2020. That review had been generally positive, as had my head of school’s assessment before confirmation; I was proud of the work I’d done and the application I’d submitted, and mentors had indicated I was on track. I’d thus felt confident going into the confirmation application—despite, again … (gestures broadly).

			When the confirmation decision came, I texted a couple friends before I opened it—not because I was worried, but because I was apprehensive? Stressed? Nervous? And then when I opened it: a no. A two-year extension because I’d invoked COVID and the 2019 bushfires that had torn through my parents’ property and their garden fence and incredibly been stopped at their garage. But a no. (At the time, and still, I wondered how a two-year extension would help when the factors that impeded everyone’s productivity—slow peer review, teaching across multiple modes, health risk, caring responsibilities—were not going anywhere and expectations were not being changed. Two years later, I wonder how that extension helps when all of that persists, we face escalating rates of chronic illness and disability, and we’re all exhausted from nearly three years of compounding global trauma.)

			My best work friend had forgotten his keys that day and couldn’t come to my office where I was sitting in shocked and angry tears—he texted me from outside the security door to my corridor for me to come collect him when I was ready. I don’t remember a lot of the immediate responses. I told a few folks. I talked to Ari for a couple hours that night. I talked to an employment lawyer I know as I started to dig into the policies around appeals. My colleagues in the writing discipline weren’t around much—indeed, it wasn’t until early 2022 that I learnt my academic supervisor, one of the most senior writing faculty at the school, didn’t know of this failed confirmation bid.

			Someone told someone who told me that my situation sounded like another scholar who’d left her position in professional writing at UQ not long after a failed promotion bid. Someone else told someone that I needed to talk to that person, who dropped everything to meet with me—and told me about another lecturer in professional writing who’d left after a failed confirmation application, as well as about her own experience. I ran our staff pages through the Wayback Machine and looked at old versions of our majors. I saw the decimation of professional writing classes at undergraduate and graduate level, something that happened both before and after those faculty left.

			I told my head of school that I was questioning my place at the university when she dropped by my office one evening. It was late. The office was dark and quiet, and I was tired: I had a week or 10 days to decide whether to appeal, and I’d been cramming in emergency networking and policy research around the usual demands of work and life. ‘How are you going?’ I’m questioning my place here. She handwaved it off, literally, flicking her fingers as she said, ‘Of course you do.’ She never mentioned it again.

			I emailed a rhetorician at another institution interstate, then a name in a book, now a mentor and collaborator. She too dropped everything to talk to me for the better part of two hours. ‘I’ll write to your provost’, she vowed, promising a reference letter if I chose to appeal. We planned collaborations, bringing together parallel projects we both had in the early stages of development. When we got off Zoom, she immediately emailed me the project plan for a large grant she wanted me to join and notes towards a symposium. Those plans are still COVID-paused, likely COVID-cancelled, lost work that will go unrecognised.

			I didn’t appeal in the end. I drafted the letter and I still have it. The day before it was due, I finally got onto HR who told me that the range of possible outcomes included ‘oh, you don’t like your two-year extension? OK, you can leave on your original timeline’. I’m using the two years to set up for the next thing. But I still feel like I might need that letter.

			The next year, hot off the failed confirmation bid, I floated that earlier DECRA idea by my head of school. It’s not writing, she said, again. (It is.) She didn’t want to endorse it for the development workshop. She sent me the website for someone’s Future Fellowship on ‘the state of poetry and poetry publishing’—do this, but make it academic or professional writing, she said. I didn’t need the fight but did need to document attempting to apply for funding, so I put an in-house proposal together, ‘to show willing’, figuring I could point to getting rejected in my next review.

			Shortly afterwards, I learnt that you can put in DECRA applications at other universities even if you’re in a continuing position elsewhere. It’s not that common. I still had that tactical tech comm idea on my radar, and flicked an email over to my interstate mentor to see if her institution would support it. Their expression of interest (EOI) process had long-since ended, she learnt, but they were willing to let me put in a late EOI. As that got worked out, I refined the project, coming up with a topic that traces the tactical and institutional technical communication about health, mobility and community to understand how literacy practices during the acute stages of the COVID-19 pandemic shaped our understanding of place.

			I fully expected both EOIs to get knocked back—one for being very niche and not that interesting, and the other for being wildly late. When they both got accepted, I … panicked. More emergency networking. Not without apprehension, I went with the other institution—a better project, I thought, stronger support, more feasible. It’s been a secret—a few trusted colleagues know that I applied, that it went OK, that I’d resubmit, but stories of folks being punished for looking beyond their institution made me keep it quiet.

			As these life events unfold, we talk for hours, analysing what’s gone wrong, imagining how things could be better. We meet to discuss the beginnings of this paper.

			Story as method

			In seeking to understand the subjective, quotidian experience of work in an academic institution in times of crisis, and imagining it as different, we draw on a method available to both our disciplines: story. Both creative writing and cultural rhetorics recognise that stories have epistemological value and rhetorical function.6 In this context, life narratives become a form of evidence. Drawing on creative writing methodology, Eugen Bacon argues that the exegesis itself is a kind of memoir.7 In the cultural rhetorics frame, telling stories of the past is a practice of interpreting and reinterpreting histories in relation to others.8 We tell stories to interpret and reinterpret our pasts and presents, to constellate our experiences and expertise with that of others, and to call into being other ways of knowing and operating in the world. Our life narratives are deeply relational. We turn to our life narratives to understand the structures that currently govern our academic work, and thus to reinscribe our attempts at creating something from what does not exist yet.

			We offer these stories of not-succeeding-as-expected as a means of understanding ‘the punishing norms that discipline [our] behaviour’ and to pinpoint the moments we resisted them, either intentionally or unintentionally.9 As we return to these stories again in revising the article post peer review—after Ari was promoted and Beck’s job is now secure—we see in them events that are and are not failures. In documenting these moments of paradoxical failure—in telling and retelling work stories to ourselves, each other and our imagined readers—we simultaneously enact the transformative power of storytelling and reflect on the implications of the processes and products of our work. As we reflected and revised this work, some two years after this project began, we debated how best to update these stories, or even if we should. While those events of 2020 and 2021 are in some ways now ‘resolved’, the fault lines we rubbed against in those moments of paradoxical failure are still present in our 2023 lives. These stories do not have a neat narrative arc. Nor should they. Revising, Beck rings Ari: ‘I have to double-check with you: Narrative and story aren’t synonyms, right? I’m not misrepresenting a key creative writing term?’ Narrative obliges us to organise our understanding of events, to shape and mediate it into a predetermined form with a start, a middle and an end. Stories work differently: they capture and document events as they are experienced, rather than as they are understood later. Writing, as a technology, allows both stories and narratives to do work in the world; it is, as Audre Lorde teaches us, the way that ‘our hopes and dreams toward survival and change [are] first made into language, then into idea, then into more tangible action’.10 Writing allows our ideas and our stories a life beyond ourselves, and because meaning is made in both writing and reading, how we understand a story and what it does changes, even though the moment that story captures does not. This points to the difference between text and writing: a written document is stable, but writing is relational, always operating between people in context. Many meanings can be made from one story, as in the cultural rhetorics practice of constellating: we all look at the same stars, but connect them into symbols differently depending on our context.11 We offer our stories, then, as they were experienced and written, and make meaning from them in collaboration with our past selves and each other.

			We choose to share our experiences of paradoxical failure as part of this methodological commitment to story. Halberstam notes that:

			There is something powerful in being wrong, in losing, in failing … to fall short, to get distracted, to find a limit, to loose a way, to forget, to avoid mastery … is to recognise that empathy with the victor invariably benefits the rulers.12

			Further, Halberstam, building on Foucault’s critiques of academic disciplinarity, argues that ‘we might read failure as a refusal of mastery, as a critique of the intuitive connections between success and profit, and as a counter-hegemonic discourse of losing’.13 Here, we understand paradoxical failure as both a result of marginalisation and as a fissure by which norms are revealed—in the university context, specifically, disciplinary norms. Indeed, the standards we hit up against in our work narratives ‘signal a form of training and learning that conforms what is already known according to approved methods of knowing’.14 What writing and thinking about paradoxical failure narratives lets us talk about are moments of discomfort. For Ari, these moments were something they were trained to internalise as ‘something going wrong with me’. What this approach allows for is a reframing, a new narrative, in which we ask: in these moments of discomfort, what are the norms that I’m hitting up against that I have accidentally or purposefully violated? Thinking about friction in life narratives is a powerful tool for analysing structure. We recognise, however, that living to tell the tale, being able to speak at all, is itself a kind of victory: that we too are victors.

			If we are to move beyond the present to imagine the future, we must also seek ways to retell the narratives we present, a way of imagining something other than what they appear to be. Our dialogue started with our individual sharing of trauma in light of systemic crisis: climate change, plague, workplace horrors etc. This project is borne out of these moments; moments that demand a response and a capacity to imagine outside what we are told is possible in order to call these imaginings into being. These stories offer a pathway into a narrative of possible futures that bubble up in the fault lines revealed in our narratives of paradoxical failure, through our conversations and notetaking. Here we enact what we perceive as the fundamental power of writing: to engage in imaginative practices with a transformative function. To create something from nothing.

			Interrogating normals

			Late in the process of drafting this paper, we realised we needed an extension. We drafted the email request together and as we briefly listed off the impacts of the last month that had slowed our progress, Ari said: ‘This email seems so dramatic!’ Beck responded that the circumstances were dramatic—floods, a Zoom-bombed conference with traumatised students in its wake, a colleague’s euphemistic ‘sudden death’; if the email was dramatic, it was naturally so. Writing this article, we wondered why we hedged that description, why we felt the need to treat dramatic conditions as though they are normal, even as we have centred our work on this project around the impossibility of pinning down normal. The slipperiness of normalising practices, especially in the context of our work and disciplinary training, is at play in our stories. In telling these, we must first understand the conditions that created the bodily and emotional responses they describe and what stock narratives are enacted and resisted in these stories.

			The neoliberal context

			Universities, as they are conceptualised and experienced by those who participate in their program of pedagogy and knowledge creation, are an ongoing site of political struggle. Connell describes the years of university workers ‘on the defensive, not only against management but also the government and corporate power’,15 workers invoking the sense that education intervenes in both the ‘ideological space … and the trajectory of identity construction’.16 Paulo Freire argues that critical education is committed to empowerment through coming to voice,17 and bell hooks notes the necessity for education to acknowledge and honour the expertise students bring from their communities.18 Yet, universities are ‘stitched into the fabric of capitalism’ and are one of the ‘indispensable nodes’ of neoliberalism.19 Under neoliberalism, academic work has intensified.20 Neoliberalism, and universities as neoliberal institutions, are critiqued for being highly regulated, and regulatory: neoliberal classrooms enforce a hidden curriculum of obedience.21 Under the structures of neoliberalism, the university workforce is increasingly insecure, casual and fragmented, as are the workplaces students imagine in their future, creating a ‘topography of anxiety’.22 In such educational spaces, characterised by individual responsibility and regulated through metrics and grades, ongoing learning and improvement itself becomes a form of capture rather than empowerment.23 Research, too, is highly regulated in the neoliberal institution. Carl Rhodes, Christopher Wright and Alison Pullen argue that, while both the metrics of research impact and academic activism advocate for research to intervene in public discourse, metrics function as a neoliberal mode of policing. In tension with these regulating systems, academic activism seeks to engage in acts of equity and social justice.24 These documented and ongoing tensions between the regulatory conditions of academic work and its emancipatory potential are necessary context to imagining the future of writing and writing studies.

			Crucially, the COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated and even normalised the tensions between the imagined ideal of the university and its actual manifestation. In their analysis of the Times Higher Education during the early stages of the pandemic, between March 2020 and February 2021, Richard Watermeyer, Rille Raaper and Margarida Borras Batalla document the university’s ‘crisis mode’ as leading to an acceleration of neoliberal effects in higher education, including increases in workload, marketisation, casualisation and managerialism, as well as increases in gender and racial inequity.25 These are institution-level patterns that have manifested within our disciplines too: within writing studies, Janelle Jennings-Alexander and Kate Maddalena document the way that universities invoked ‘survival mode’ to retrench old norms, using the novel crisis of COVID to stall and even reverse initiatives that responded to longstanding crises of inequity and exclusion. ‘The fact that social justice wasn’t given “bandwidth”’, they argue, ‘shows that social justice is simply not central to the work of many universities’: in retreating to core business, universities reveal their priorities.26

			As the pandemic continues, public discourse has trumpeted a ‘new normal’ in universities and a celebratory return to campus,27 despite ongoing waves of infection and the emerging impacts of long-term sequelae.28 This may be because, as Liam Mayo and Shamin Miah argue, in ‘postnormal times, humans de-emphasize change and cling to traditional notions of stability and certainty: a product of our perception of what is and what is not normal’.29 Following governmental leaders’ invocation of ‘personal responsibility’, universities and other institutions and workplaces have elided the health risks of the pandemic to staff and students, shifting responsibility to vulnerable community members as individuals and concentrating costs to marginalised communities.30 This practice has only become more visible since Alice Wong wrote of the US in 2020 that:

			When the pandemic began in this country, it was like, ‘Don’t worry, it’s only life-threatening for those who are high-risk. It’s just a bad flu for the rest of us.’ In this critical time, when scarcity is a reality, you see the hierarchy. Certain groups are valued over others. This is the world that so many disabled and chronically ill people already live in. Our lives are still seen as expendable. Now the magnitude is much greater.31

			These practices of individualisation and marginalisation further challenge the Freirean potential of critical education by increasing neoliberal alienation. This is true across the university, but the impacts are felt heavily in writing and writing studies, disciplines whose pedagogies rely on resource-intensive evidence-based practices such as workshopping, and whose research methods depend on time-intense approaches like practice-led research—which requires composing both a creative work and exegesis, close textual analysis, and interdisciplinary knowledge building and collaboration.

			The material and psychic effects of neoliberal imaginings are present in both Beck’s and Ari’s stories. For example, suffering within the system and expectations of how things should be are reinforced in interpersonal conversations—over coffee, in meetings—when someone has already given up, compromised, suffered, created a new life and a new set of practices, and they see someone else apparently avoiding that: ‘getting away with it’. Usefully, Halberstam differentiates between intellectuals who participate in maintaining hegemonies and ‘those who work with others to sort through the contradictions of capitalism and to illuminate oppressive forms of governance that infiltrate everyday life’.32

			We see this happen in both our stories too, when we are told not that we can’t perform certain kinds of research, but that we would be more successful if we stopped doing some kinds of work, particularly work focused on improving pedagogy or outside of the narrow constraints of the creative industries—and start doing other kinds. For example, the advice on Ari’s failed promotion speaks to an institutional culture that devalues teaching, even though such advice breaks the research–teaching nexus; and, as we indicated in our introduction, many stakeholders characterise writing as somehow different from other kinds of university work:33 academic writing is remedial, professional writing is vocational and creative writing is artistic—attributes positioned as extraneous to the real work of university education, yet integral to the public functions of writing. Indeed, the institutional histories of both creative and professional writing speak to the ongoing need to justify writing’s presence in universities.34 Historical reflections on writing’s disciplinary development also tend to splinter creative writing from professional writing, for example, as when Andrew Taylor states:

			Professional writing can often be legitimated within universities as vocational, job-oriented, and seen as posing little threat. But Creative Writing—like the other Creative Arts generally—is a relative newcomer to the university context.35

			Or, alternatively, all disciplinary distinctness may be collapsed, as when David McVey claims that all writing is creative.36 These perceptions of the work of writing academics constrain the kind of work both Beck and Ari are supposed to be doing (even if, as this article demonstrates, we continue to do it anyway, supported by a network of mentors).

			What we also see happening in Ari’s story is an imagined past centred on the mythos of the campus—as both a classroom and a workplace—that is given the status of past normal and ‘new normal’. This stock narrative of campus life—always only ever available to some who can afford to commit to it—is invoked both as a way to attract students and enrich economies, and as nostalgia for an ideal university filled with vessels waiting to be filled with knowledge (to use Freire’s imagery of the banking model of education, where students are blank canvases waiting to be filled with knowledge). Lawrence Angus similarly describes the effect of the neoliberal social imaginary on Australian school systems (although Angus focuses on high school, the same can be said of universities). Angus understands ‘social imaginary’ as a sense of expectations that we have of each other that allow us to carry out normative practices—a sense of how things go and how they ought to go. Angus argues that the neoliberal social imaginary is most dominant in education systems, created by the conservative swing to the right, which is ‘formed and asserted by political ideologies and instantiated in repertoires of social practice’. The neoliberal mindset ‘assumes the market arrangements will always produce better outcomes’.37 Neoliberal practices have constrained academic work to the point where we are asked to do more and more with less and less.

			Indeed, the normalising tendencies of neoliberalism cannot be redressed without addressing the work conditions it has produced: most significantly for this kind of relational work, the chronic understaffing of universities. The kind of mentoring relationships both Beck and Ari experienced is currently highly individualised and not systematically possible without safe, diverse and sustainable staffing. Staffing is the aspect of our work we currently have least control over and is a systematic problem beyond writing and writing studies. What we do know from the current model of very small departments of permanent academic staff alongside a huge and disconnected casualised underclass, is that interpersonal work really matters. The attitudes and beliefs of one or two staff members shape the way a discipline might look at an institution and an institution at a discipline. Within a department or discipline group, the way stakeholders might label a rare-as-hen’s-teeth position—as writing, professional writing, creative writing—shapes the weight of expectations on the academic who is successful in applying for these roles. Such small departments also limit access to mentoring. Identifying the patterns in these conditions across sub-disciplines of writing likewise points to the need to collaborate and organise as a larger field, rather than allowing siloing to occlude these systemic problems.

			Reconceptualising disciplinarity for the future

			Clearly, enacting a new normal that looks like an imagined version of the old normal is not working nor will it redress the global catastrophes that shape our narratives and contribute to our failures. As Miller in Writing at the End of the World points out:

			In a secular society, education is the most powerful resource citizens have to ensure a brighter future for themselves. But what is one to do when the future includes a radioactive wasteland in Northern Ukraine?38

			Miller, writing in 2005, invokes here the still-uninhabitable landscape of Chernobyl, and goes on to list other disasters to which we might add the accelerating climate catastrophe and ongoing COVID-19 pandemic (and, indeed, the further devastation of Ukraine following Russia’s 2022 invasion). He argues that to talk meaningfully about the future of the humanities, we must confront these various human-made catastrophes despite how they ‘threaten to end the discussion before it begins’. Indeed, Miller asks:

			Who, surveying the ruins at Chernobyl, would be persuaded either by Matthew Arnold’s poetic argument that we are ennobled by studying the best that has been thought and said in our time, or by those who maintain that work in the humanities provides the foundation for a critical engagement with the world?

			Instead, Miller believes that what is missing from education is ‘training in how to bring better worlds into being’.39

			This speaks to us of the urgency of reconceptualising disciplinarity—and the pedagogical and research practices it may either enable or restrict—in a way that is attuned to the activist and transformative potential of academic work, and resists the inequities and inadequacies of neoliberalism. Such work calls for a conceptual framework that can both understand the cognitive, affective and lived experiences of ongoing and intersecting structural oppression, and simultaneously imagine a way out and a way of thinking about labour practices in universities that come closer to Freire’s call for agency for marginalised subjects and for a consideration of the impact of such work in public spaces. In Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity, José Esteban Muñoz conceptualises queerness as ‘a structured and educated mode of desiring that allows us to see and feel beyond the quagmire of the present’.40 For Muñoz, queerness rejects the here and now and insists on the concrete possibility for another world. Here, ‘queer’ functions as more of:

			a noun than a verb, signalling a critical stance–productively corrosive at times—that is sceptical of existing identity categories and more interested in the production of normativity and its queer companion nonnormativity.41

			Such utopian imaginings, Halberstam warns, must also refuse ‘bright-sideness’, a version of toxic positivity that refuses to accommodate discomfort and lack of resolution.

			Focusing on academic disciplinarity as part of this imagining is fruitful because it allows us to at once dismantle inherited ideas and training of disciplinary norms tied to existing power structures at the same time as salvaging what our collaboration across sub-disciplines of writing suggests is valuable about our work in professional and creative writing in an Australian university context. Foucault has critiqued academic disciplines as a mode of regulating knowledge production tied to existing power structures.42 More recently, Mayo and Miah, in their critique of ‘zombie disciplines’, which they define as disciplines based on ‘ideas that are dead yet continue to walk among us’, argue that:

			For the subaltern, knowledge, when linked to disciplines, is not the pursuit of the greater good, neither is it linked with wisdom; knowledge is the obliteration of the cultural codings that enable agency.43

			Uncritical reinscribing of disciplinary standards, especially of rigour, perpetuates hegemonic power structures: disciplines are used to discipline. Yet, the intention is not to entirely dismantle disciplines. Usefully, Mayo and Miah state:

			It is important to note that the key to understanding any zombie discipline lies neither in the uncritical acceptance, nor its rejection, but rather in acknowledging its ontological standpoint, its limitations, and its ability (or more pointedly, inability) to navigate postnormal times.44

			Using notions of disciplinarity to think about the future allows us to consider what qualities of our own training and experiences have allowed us to navigate the unsettling present.

			Paradoxical failure

			Both our narratives are characterised by paradoxical failure. It is in this reaching for something better that we might identify some of the writing and writing studies discipline’s valuable qualities for the future. We do not seek to glamourise try-fail-try-again narratives as necessary for growth, which is the trap of much toxic positivity discourse that claims bad happenings are good because they are a chance to learn. We do not condone the systems that cause some to fail. Instead, the term means for us how we do and are better, despite deviating from the expected path. For example, in Ari’s ‘failure to quit’ story, failure has freed them to build meaningful community and do meaningful work; and to understand how those freedoms are interconnected and inter-reliant. In Beck’s story, the emergency networking they did after their failed confirmation bid was something they’d felt too awkward to do for years until it suddenly felt emergent enough to do so. Beck’s mentor immediately offered concrete assistance: documents landing in Beck’s inbox even as Beck texted a friend ‘now that’s mentoring’. Beck wonders why it was that, in 2021, they once again waited for it to be an emergency before they felt like they could ask for what they needed. For what they deserved. For what they could, should, have expected. We know that our expectations shape our experience; Jessica Calarco’s research shows that white, middle-class students are more likely to ask for help because they have been taught to expect help: they expect better, so they get better.45

			We offer another short story here to understand these often-invisible acts of regulation and permission that shape our expectations of the kind of help we can ask for. Beck remembers telling a friend about teaching their entire class how extensions work, why students should request extensions when they need them, why they are documenting reasons rather than excuses for late work—about positioning this interpersonal, professional writing at the heart of an academic writing class:

			I told him how overwhelmed and apologetic I was the first time I ‘had to’ ask for an extension, with no idea what was possible despite being a white middle-class kid raised in a gentrifying suburb. My friend is a queer brown man from western Sydney. He told me that after he’d had a similar experience, his white partner, now my colleague, had breezily explained that the university we were all studying at had a blanket policy that anyone could get a five-day extension just by asking.

			This story turns around on itself: we offer it as evidence in this argument, and at the same time see in it the knowledge building that happens through story, to demonstrate how, as Powell et al. argue, telling stories are ways of building knowledge. Ari thinks of how it was Beck who suggested that it was possible to work at the Sydney campus, even though Ari didn’t realise it could be possible. Sharing and co-constructing work narratives allowed us to look at our discipline differently: not as a set of practices to maintain norms, rigour and traditions, but as a way of both acknowledging distinct expertise and training (e.g. the synergies established between practice-led research and cultural rhetorics in the methodology section would be impossible without this kind of acknowledgement) and of opening the door to different kinds of writing practices and teacher-scholars. In our local contexts and through our work together, we have pursued local initiatives to literally open that door (e.g. through co-teaching, collaborative research and establishing local communities of research and practice).46

			But, in recognising both our experiences as paradoxical failure, we also want to think bigger, towards a distinctively Australian field of writing and writing studies. We use the compound term writing and writing studies as way to reconceptualise the—sometimes institutionally fractured or sometimes top-down amalgamated—sub-disciplines of academic, creative and professional writing, and to capture the deep interrelatedness of research and practice, of episteme and techne, of ‘knowing that’ and ‘knowing how’, that distinguishes our field. Stitching together these sub-disciplinary fissures and foregrounding a commitment to writing as a cognitive and social process, we suggest organising principles that might characterise writing and writing studies in the future. In suggesting these, we intend not to narrow or exclude but rather to open the door to possibilities. These qualities also suggest ways we might argue for the public value of humanities in and outside our institutions that move beyond metrics.

			Relational and transformative writing

			Writing practices can be understood as a set of practices that are relational: between composers, audiences, systems and cultures. Similarly, as Connell argues, ‘research is a social process, a collective undertaking that produces … an expanding, many-sided, and above all shared body of knowledge’.47 When writing is understood this way, correctness (a colonial tool for control anyway) and artistic quality are de-emphasised. Instead, research and classes focus on investigating the ways that writing does work in the world. Questions of purpose and ethics are foregrounded via questions such as why we are writing, for whom and the possible benefits compared to the risks of harm surrounding acts of writing.

			In valuing writing as relational, classrooms and research practices also foreground writing together and in conversation with diverse others. For example, where possible, learning activities embed acts of collaboration such as peer workshopping and editing texts in conversation with their authors; referencing might be reframed not as to avoid acts of plagiarism but as a mechanism for dialogue. The processes and production of texts are understood as products of a series of interactions and revisions between creators, not as the work of a sole (genius) author. The works of lone authors are decentred in classrooms in favour of the life narratives of the diverse students who attend classes. The arguments made in the history of creative writing for the value of non-traditional research outputs might also be leveraged to advocate for other kinds of knowing, including Indigenous epistemologies.

			In this framework, storytelling is understood as deeply embedded in our culture; it is at the very heart of how we make meaning and make relationships and make societies. We use stories to teach folks social norms from their very earliest days (Beck still thinks of Ruth Park’s When the Wind Changed but hasn’t stopped pulling faces, so the education only partly took) but it works on adults too. Indeed, Brooks understands narratives as at once necessary and inevitable, while simultaneously calling for an understanding of the ways stories are not the sole tool for constructing the world and, if accepted unanalysed, ‘seduce us into accepting dominant ideologies’.48 We also use stories to evoke ways of being we need but do not yet have—we know that representation matters in both our physical spaces and our imaginative ones, and that both of these contribute to increased diversity across a range of contexts. Storied acts give us both opportunity and permission to imagine other ways of seeing and being in the world, which can in turn help us see and understand and act better.

			Storytelling is not limited to moments of delineated composition but also everyday interactions in work and public places. Implicated in the ethics of writing is a commitment to acts of kindness, which we define as giving space to be heard and seen, to hear and see and recognise others’ work and your own. We have in many ways enacted this process in the writing of this paper. For Ari, what’s been better since they’ve been able to see failure as something other than their fault, is that they can also recognise the work of their comrades as not a threat, but as valuable, meaningful and enriching. This recognition extends to acknowledging that students experience constellating structural marginalisation and privilege. Our work as teachers, and the research we do to improve it, is valuable because it allows us to empower students as experts through the ability to evoke their own narratives as acts of knowledge creation. For Ari, this kindness has spilled over into their own imaginative acts. It has curiously allowed them to be kinder to the characters they evoke in their fiction: they have been able to understand characters as placed in structures beyond their culture and as products of those structures. This act of kindness—this capacity for recognition and imagination—has been transformative and what we might hope to cultivate in how we teach writing and think about our own work.

			Writing and writing studies have histories of unsettling norms. Writing’s ability to unsettle allows us to simultaneously study structures, communities and institutions, and to change our thinking and ways we navigate within them—indeed, to change the structures themselves—and to imagine other ways of being, with the goal of transformation. Stories are told with the understanding that they can simultaneously construct and limit knowledge. Stories are, and should be, messy and changing as they are read and re-read in different contexts. Through writing, we learn to think and to think differently, and to be different in the systems we find ourselves inhabiting—and to imagine new systems into being as we do so.
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			Teaching the Holocaust at UNSW Sydney1

			Jan Láníček

			‘The Holocaust must be taught and taught well’, conclude Laura J. Hilton and Avinoam Patt in the introduction to a recent volume on Holocaust education.2 Holocaust pedagogy keeps evolving. Scholars and teachers develop new course materials, in-class exercises and assessment tasks to engage emerging generations of students. In an era when students can easily access an enormous volume of resources online—of varying quality—and when the film industry keeps producing Holocaust blockbusters in large numbers, educators need to be selective in their decisions about the material they use in the classrooms. There is a sense of a public ownership of the Holocaust as the genocide and the ultimate reminder of the human capacity to commit evil acts, but this omnipresence also means that public ‘knowledge’ of particular aspects of the Holocaust is often based on a simplified reading of history. Rising populism and anti-Semitism worldwide, problematic memory politics in Europe (e.g. in Poland) and the fast-approaching post-witness era all carry additional challenges.

			Yet, we have reason to be optimistic. Student interest in Holocaust courses remains high, and the Australian federal and state governments support Holocaust education. A few years ago, a new Holocaust museum opened in Adelaide, South Australia, and there are progressing plans to open Holocaust museums in Brisbane and Perth, the capitals of Queensland and Western Australia.

			Holocaust and Holocaust-related courses are offered at several institutions of higher education in Australia. The University of New South Wales (UNSW), Sydney, offers such courses at all levels of our undergraduate program. There is a long tradition of Holocaust education at UNSW, where I work as an associate professor of history.3 We currently have a level-two unit that is entirely devoted to a comprehensive history of the Holocaust, which I discuss more in detail below. Holocaust-related topics are also included in the general modern history survey at level one (‘History of the Present’), in level 2 courses in modern European history (‘Europe’s Age of Catastrophe’) and, in particular, in level-three courses on Nazi Germany, ‘Confronting the Past in Contemporary Europe’, and ‘Documentary History and Film’.4 UNSW Sydney does not currently offer any courses that teach the Holocaust in a comparative perspective with other cases of genocides, though some of the history units introduce students to various cases of gross human rights violations, such as the history of the Armenian genocide, the Soviet Holodomor, the Khmer Rouge rule in Cambodia, the Rwandan genocide, wars in the former Yugoslavia and so on.

			I have been teaching Holocaust-related courses at UNSW Sydney since my appointment in 2012. The core unit I designed and still convene is a level-two course that introduces students to the complex history of the Nazi Holocaust (‘The Holocaust: Origins, Implementation, Aftermath’). There has been a varying interest among students in the course since 2016, when I transformed it from a summer course into a regular course (2014–15: 27 students; 2016: 62 students; 2017: 79 students; 2018: 74 students; 2019: 81 students; 2020: 97 students; 2021: 58 students; 2022: 73 students; 2023: 90 students). A new challenge came in 2019 when UNSW Sydney decided to introduce a new academic calendar with trimesters, which effectively shortened our teaching term from 12 to 9 weeks. As a consequence, I had to combine but also exclude several topics.

			Teaching the Holocaust in Australia can be challenging, perhaps more so than other history courses. The subject touches upon sensitive topics, students come to the classroom with preconceived ideas formed by popular representations in public history and there is also a question about the relevance of the subject for Australian students. The combination of the potentially adverse reactions of students to the topics discussed in courses on genocides, and the belief of some students that they already have expertise in the subject, should inform Holocaust educators’ teaching philosophy in different ways than that of history teachers in other areas. History educators at Australian universities often need to cater to both humanities and non-humanities students. Driven by the need to increase the enrolments in our classes, we make our courses attractive to students who take them as part of their core curriculum as well as those who enrol as part of their general education. Courses on modern history, World War II and the Holocaust tend to attract significant numbers of non-history students. In Semester 1, 2017, I conducted an anonymous survey in the course and out of 79 students, only 22 had declared history as their major or minor at the time, while 34 students clearly came from non-humanities disciplines—often, for example, from media, law and fine arts—but there was also a sizeable cohort of science students.

			This realisation of the diversity of the cohort has informed my design of the curriculum and the summative assessment tasks, as well as formative in-class exercises that aim to stimulate students’ interest in the topic and offer sufficient historical background to ensure that all students can benefit from the lectures and tutorials. Concurrently, I would argue that the diversity of our student cohort is beneficial for our teaching practice. It allows us to develop new approaches to the subject matter that make the course inclusive to all who enrol. In the following, I introduce the structure of the Holocaust history course I teach and briefly outline the three main educational approaches I use to encourage deeper student engagement with the study material and help students to realise the relevance of the course for Australia in the 2020s.

			I divide the structure of the course into two parts. The aim of my lectures is to offer a long historical overview of the history of the Holocaust, including the origins of religious anti-Judaism and modern anti-Semitism at the beginning of the course, and then a brief history of the Holocaust aftermath at the end of the course. Tutorials are more thematic, each introducing students to a particular topic (e.g. the role of Nazi propaganda in the Holocaust; current representation in film), a specific concept (e.g. bystanders), or a historiographical debate (the Goldhagen-Browning debate on perpetrators5; Jewish ‘collaboration’ and resistance, and so on). The current structure of the course has allowed me to create an inclusive environment that caters to various students’ needs, giving a broad historical overview to some, while challenging others.

			Further, I regularly elicit informal feedback on the course design from my students. In 2017, I designed a survey with the aim of learning more about students’ academic backgrounds and their expectations—for example, in terms of the topics they would like to discuss in the course. A number of students confirmed that they had no background knowledge about the Holocaust and what they did know often came from films, novels and media, or from their trips to Holocaust museums and sites of former concentration and extermination camps. They also noted that their previous knowledge was skewed by the media and film industry and that they wanted to learn ‘what happened’ during the war. On the other hand, only a small number gave specific suggestions about what they would like to learn. They proposed topics that are often not covered in Holocaust courses, or at least not as thoroughly as other themes. For example, they would like to discuss the aftermath of the Holocaust (topics such as survivors’ trauma and the impact of the Holocaust on human rights discourses). Another topic that appeared in the questionnaire was on the responses of the Allies (USA, Britain and so on) to the Holocaust, as a case study of how the contemporary world responds to genocides and to gross human rights violations. The most important message of this survey is that students want to see the relevance of the Holocaust today. They do not want a purely historical course. While the survey yielded much food for thought, we need to take into consideration the low response rate and hence further research is necessary to confirm these conclusions.

			The following three examples illustrate the ways in which I have been addressing the educational challenges outlined above, particularly the diversity of the student cohort, students’ preconceived ideas about the Holocaust and the doubts about the relevance of the subject.

			Example 1: Hands-on history

			I have stressed the need for students to engage with an integrated history of the Holocaust that includes voices of the victims and introduces students to everyday experiences of life under the Nazis. My aim is to complement scholarly historiographical discussions with examples of real-life stories from the Holocaust in the form of video testimonies (as well as written testimonies). One of the main highlights of this course, according to students’ testimonials, has been a guest talk by a Holocaust survivor (Peter Rossler, a survivor of the Lodz Ghetto, Auschwitz, and other smaller camps; or Olga Horak, a survivor of Auschwitz from Slovakia). Unfortunately, almost 80 years after the end of the war, it is no longer possible to invite survivors to the classroom, and we now need to rely on recorded testimonies that we can use in our lectures and tutorials. Fortunately, significant resources, including recorded Holocaust testimonies, are available online. Students also visit the Sydney Jewish Museum’s comprehensive Holocaust exhibition. They have consistently commended this methodological approach, which we can call ‘hands-on history’. This approach has made the study material easily accessible to non-humanities students also.

			Example 2: In-class formative exercise and students’ unlearning

			We live in a world where we are constantly reminded about Nazi crimes as the epitome of gross human rights violations. However, this means that we, as educators, need to challenge students’ preconceived ideas that are often based on the tabloid press and Hollywood film industry. Students’ unlearning thus forms a significant part of my teaching practice in ARTS2285. For example, the case of Jewish resistance during the Holocaust is one of the most intriguing topics of Holocaust historiography and of Holocaust teaching and learning. Students often come to the classroom with the belief that Jews did not resist the Nazi persecution, which often implicitly leads to a portion of the guilt being placed on the victims (the infamous statement that they were ‘led like sheep to the slaughter’; students sometimes voice these sentiments even in the classroom).

			I have devised an in-class exercise that allows for a deeper learning experience, tests higher levels of Bloom’s learning taxonomy6 and challenges students’ preconceived ideas about the Holocaust. In preparation, students read an article by Yehuda Bauer (‘Jewish Resistance: Myth or Reality?’)7 that offers a broad definition of resistance, which they are asked to critique. I open the tutorial by presenting students with three complex stories from the Holocaust: 1) Zivia Lubetkin and Rachel Rudnitzki, female ghetto prisoners, who actively joined the armed resistance against the Germans; 2) Emanuel Ringelblum, a male historian, who, during the war, collected documentary material in the Warsaw Ghetto; and 3) the story of Janusz Korczak, a famous Jewish educator, who decided to join his orphaned pupils on the way to the death camp even though he could have saved his own life (I play a video clip from a feature film by Andrzej Wajda).8 After presenting these stories I ask students to debate which, if any, of these cases were acts of resistance and whether we can relate them to the concepts introduced by Bauer, such as Amidah (literally standing up against) and sanctification of life. This exercise, in combination with the prescribed readings, contributes to a lively discussion that broadens students’ understanding of the term ‘resistance’ and of the Jewish experience during the war. It allows me to include an interpretation of ‘resistance’ that challenges students’ strong belief that Jews did not resist during the war, allows for critical thinking about the concept in relation to social life in the ghettoes, and is also a suitable way to include a gender-balanced view of the Holocaust.

			Example 3: Local context in Holocaust education

			There are numerous reasons why teaching and studying the Holocaust is still relevant in 2023. I approach the subject from the perspective of an educator who teaches the Holocaust in a country that is geographically and mentally removed from the ‘Old Continent’ where the genocide happened, and in a society that does not really believe it had (or has) any historical connections to the Holocaust and does not consider itself part of the ‘Holocaust geography’. The Holocaust is simply the story of Europe and of European history.

			My strategy to address these assumptions has been to place more emphasis on the local Australian context and Australian responses to the Holocaust.9 This decision stems from my firm belief that by studying the Holocaust in our local context we may keep the history relevant to new generations of Australians. I employ various methods to make connections between Australia and the Holocaust. The theme is now part of the formative and summative assessment. The assessment consists of a personal reflection on the public representation of the Holocaust in Australia, in which students discuss why Holocaust commemoration and education are still relevant in the Australian context. Unlike a standard essay, I encourage students to work with online sources and to present their personal views. Students are expected to write approximately 1,000 words, which, perhaps, limits the space they have to develop their thoughts on the topic, but, in general, is an adequate length for this task.

			The exercise requires a deeper learning engagement with the course material. Although this is a relatively short assessment task, I ask students to go beyond topics normally discussed and analysed in Holocaust courses. In the core of the reflection, students select a specific example, or a case study, that supports the argument that the study and commemoration of the Holocaust is still relevant in Australia in the twenty-first century. The key task is to consider the question of how they would bring the history of the Holocaust closer to a new generation of Australians. They are asked to introduce the case study and justify their selection, which:

			
					could be a specific example from the history of the Holocaust that connects the Australian population to the events in Europe; they could demonstrate that the Holocaust was not just a distant event that took place far away in Europe (e.g. Jewish refugees in Australia, the Evian Conference on refugees in 1938, William Cooper’s protest, and so on)

					could be an example from Australian history, not directly related to the Holocaust (e.g. from the colonial settler society, or from modern Indigenous history); they could argue that the study and commemoration of the Holocaust could also be a way to understand our own history

					could be an example from contemporary society in Australia or worldwide that can be better understood when related to the history of the Holocaust (e.g. the rise of anti-Semitism, the refugee crisis or gross human rights violations).

			

			Not wanting to restrict students’ imaginations, or force them to agree with my interpretation of the need to relate the history of the Holocaust to our Australian context, I emphasise that they can also argue that the Holocaust is such a universal symbol of suffering and human rights abuses that there is no need to highlight its importance and relevance by relating it to our local context or to contemporary events.

			In the final step I ask students to include additional evidence in the form of an image or photograph to support their argument and contextualise it with the main case study.

			Holocaust pedagogy will continue to evolve in response to new challenges that may emerge in the future. In Australia, there are solid foundations for the continuing development of educational approaches, with the subject being taught at institutions of secondary and tertiary education and in Holocaust museums across the country. Educators will need to continue having discussions about how to adequately engage new, diverse cohorts of students who enter our classroom in the future.   
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			Flipping the narrative: Historical collections as sites of cultural diplomacy

			Jilda A. Andrews

			This article is based on the presentation delivered by Dr Jilda Andrews for the inaugural W. Wanambi Distinguished Lecture, presented by the Kluge-Ruhe Aboriginal Art Collection of the University of Virginia in collaboration with the Phillips Collection and the Department of Art at the University of Virginia. The lecture took place on 31 March 2023 at the Phillips Collection, Washington DC.

			Introduction

			The world’s museums feature extensive collections of cultural material made by Indigenous Australians. Today, museums face a public reckoning that questions the historical making of their collections and what it means to maintain them. Underlying the processes of making and maintaining is often the presumption that institutions operated and continue to operate without Indigenous agency, power or control. This lecture offers a different framework and an invocation to consider that museum collections contain forms of cultural diplomacy enacted by Indigenous people themselves—as expressive of their desire to extend and deepen knowledges of culture and experience across cultural worlds. If museums, their stakeholders and their publics recognise this as a legitimate form of agency, we can reframe the world’s museums, from sites of ongoing colonisation and dispossession to sites of cultural strength with the potential to shape and inform stronger, intercultural futures.

			Acknowledgements

			I would like to begin by acknowledging the land under which we meet and the people of that land who continue to uphold its beauty and strength. I extend this acknowledgement to other Indigenous, Native, First Nations peoples gathered here today and connecting with this moment over space and time, dialling in and watching the recording. Thank you for meeting me in this moment.
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			Source: Natural pigments on eucalyptus bark, 270 x 100 cm. Kluge-Ruhe Aboriginal Art Collection of the University of Virginia. The 2017–19 Kluge-Ruhe Madayin Commission. Museum purchase with funds provided by Geoffrey Hassall OAM and Virginia Milson, 2020 (2020.0001.001).

			Thank you to Jonathan Birnstock, director of the Phillips Collection, for hosting this event, and my heartfelt and extended thanks to Margo Smith, director of the Kluge-Ruhe Aboriginal Art Collection of the University of Virginia. I am fortunate to have developed a wonderful relationship with Margo over several years now, which has only deepened over the past year or so in my time on the Kluge-Ruhe Advisory Council.

			A very special thank you to my newly made Yolngu friends for preparing the ground for us and the words that are to follow. Once again, Yolngu thoughts, ideas and cultural worlds bring people together on a global stage, and these spaces are ready for big ideas, intriguing provocations and questions.

			The Madayin exhibition

			Madayin: Eight Decades of Aboriginal Australian Bark Painting from Yirrkala is an exhibition of our time. Produced as a partnership between the Kluge-Ruhe Aboriginal Art Collection of the University of Virginia and the Buku-Larrnggay Mulka Centre in Yirrkala, Arnhem Land, this exhibition showcases a mode of cultural expression that can be considered emblematic within the canon of Australian art over a practice spanning many generations.

			The intricacies of bark painting from this region reflect not only the cultural systems of the Yolngu people, but also their relationships outwards. They are highly valued as art pieces themselves, represented in collections all over the world. These objects are also much more than this. Bark paintings represent a documentation of Yolngu cultural life and customs, chronicling richly interconnected cultural worlds, spirituality and everyday life, as well as aspirations and futures. Importantly, too, they chronicle change and engagements with outside worlds such as those of Makassan traders (sailing from South Sulawesi, modern-day Indonesia) and European colonisers. The early days of this practice itself was influenced and encouraged by Methodist missionaries in the mid-1930s; early barks functioned as transient, translational and highly visual archives of Yolngu life.1

			If there is a body of work that reflects an extended, ever-dynamic present, it is this. Accompanying this exhibition is a bilingual catalogue written first in Yolngu, with its English translation following. The significance of this major work of textual translation cannot be overstated; the time and resources required to co-produce this body of work is matched by equally considered intent and determination, both driven by Yolngu and Kluge-Ruhe staff in a dynamic partnership.

			An exhibition of our times, indeed; perhaps an exhibition that demonstrates what it means to reinstate and recognise the cultural integrity, purpose and agency of Indigenous people into museum and gallery spaces; perhaps an exhibition that signals the important role that gallery spaces can play as an interface where cultural worlds can value their differences and engage as peers.

			Life is made richer by the generosity of spirit displayed today, and time and time again, through works like those that grace the walls of the Madayin exhibition and through the voices that bring these works to life—the voices of the past and the voices of today. Yolngu expressions are firmly cemented within the Australian vernacular and, indeed, provide the framing for my presentation today as I look to the concept of ‘cultural diplomacy’ in a real and applied sense, in moments like these, and the many moments that preceded this one and those that are anticipated to follow.

			Cultural leadership

			We join here at a seat of world power in Washington DC. Decisions made here have impacted and will continue to impact most people on this earth. The topic of cultural diplomacy is an important one as we continue to make and remake relationships with one another in our common interest. Essentially it is about the bridge between the local and the global and multidirectional representations of the self to the other in the mutual effort to achieve greater understanding.

			I am gently guided into this concept by Mr W. Wanambi, the gentleman who has inspired this lecture. He was a master of these kinds of representations and relationships. I look to his gentleness, his commitment, integrity and spark to help me think big, and put words to ideas and ideas into action today, in this place.

			There are many kinds of leadership in this world; his was of a special kind. Although I only met him a very small handful of times, he offered me something truly special, and that was his time. There are certain limits to our time with each other, as we know. To be listened to—to be heard, to have stories shared openly, to share an idea or a feeling—these are all gifts of connection, relationships and time, and ones that deepen and take on greater significance with the passing of friends and loved ones. For many of us who have faced loss, however recent or long ago, remembering and revelling within moments shared together are the things that buoy our hope and light our paths, despite the deep and often heavy emotions that accompany them.

			For Mr Wanambi and for my father Richard Simpson, I take this opportunity to recognise moments of representation, exchange and connection that have shaped me, and continue to inform me and my world and those within. For it is in response to profound acts of severance and loss that connection takes on its greatest power.

			Our work today

			For those of us who engage with cultural material in museum collections, our work has increasingly shaped an interesting interface between museums, communities and also the public. This has been influenced by different trends over the past decades, including, recently, readings of museums and collections as vestiges of colonial legacies.

			Today I am proposing to ‘flip the narrative’—to consider historical collections that sit within museums and collecting institutions as sites of Indigenous agency. This is provocative, I think, because it requires a decisive shifting of position that potentially flies in the face of popular public discourse that surrounds the way we think and feel about museums and collections of Indigenous cultural material.

			To ‘flip the narrative’ also challenges a suite of assumptions and presumptions around these historical collections and the authorised narratives that accompany them: how they came to be and, indeed, what their futures might be.

			Some may ask why the narrative needs to be flipped? We, as a sector and a community, have made significant headway with regards to lifting the lid on collections and deepening Indigenous engagement with these collections. This is all true, and much exciting work has come out of some truly collaborative engagement between Indigenous communities and museums. Exhibitions like Madayin here are a great testament to collaborative relationships working well, under what audiences would believe to be a shared common goal. This is obviously a good thing and something I expect and hope we continue to carry on and do well.

			Perhaps I am gesturing towards a greater narrative that needs to be ‘flipped’, however, and that is the story around collections and museums more generally.

			Moving beyond difficult histories

			Contemporary public discourse often frames collections as sites devoid of Indigenous agency and authority, as pure products of the colonial project and wholly without Indigenous voice. This position is also supported within our academic disciplines, often where a binary is put forward. In this structure, museums are positioned as dominant and powerful colonial structures, and communities are represented as disempowered sources of things, knowledges and culture. Collections of cultural material, particularly ethnographic collections, sit extremely awkwardly in our contemporary mindsets. We use words like ‘problematic’ and ‘difficult’; our seminal texts refer to damaging colonial legacies that are still active;2 and we step towards collections with the presumption that they unequivocally require, in the first instance, decolonising in order to have Indigenous agency restored.

			It is these assumptions and presumptions that I wish to challenge today. My work with collections shows me in so many ways that Indigenous voices are, in fact, present in collections. They are creative, multidimensional and unwavering. They are, at times, directive and authoritative; at other times, they are quiet and almost understated. In whatever ways these voices manifest, I am inviting us to recognise, in the first instance, their presence; from that point we can then see their influence. We may even be able to recognise their power and authority both before collection and during their journeys of collection—and then beyond.3 I do not have a doubt that these voices are present in collections in a multitude of ways, and that these voices are expressions of Indigenous agency. Beyond establishing this, let us also consider what these voices are actually saying. I am hoping to recognise these expressions as of a form of cultural diplomacy—expressions that wish to both communicate across difference and communicate difference itself; and to evoke empathy, establish authority, negotiate coexistence and inaugurate power sharing in ways that speak of particular moments in time and place.

			Tuning in, beyond silences

			You may wish to think of me as naive here and wonder why I refuse to see the dominating imposed colonial structure enacting multiple waves of erasure. My answer to you is to suggest a naivety on your part: you overlook the fact that, in the moments of humanness that sit beneath the prevailing political, social and cultural forces we so readily cite, relationships of exchange were deep, multifaceted and complex—very rarely were they simple. I refuse to believe that Indigenous people were mute in these exchanges, and that collections were products of domination and one-way exchange only. I am simply not satisfied in this simplistic belief.4

			These voices are indeed present within the collections and their archive, but my provocation today is that we have not been prepared to hear them. Muddying the waters by seeing Indigenous power and agency in sites like museum collections forces us to reconsider how colonisation played out on Australian soil, and how complex—and very human—it must have been. It also forces us to talk with more depth and detail about how Indigenous ideas, thoughts, influences and engagement have also shaped the Australia we live in today. I’m going to suggest that a proposition like this is as much a part of our program of truth-telling as is revealing the scale and devastation of massacres on Australian soil, or the ongoing and extensive implications occurring from the dispossession of people from their lands.

			Recognising voices of cultural authority within our collections can feel like a radical act. In doing so, I wish to gesture towards a new relationship we can have with our collections as sites of continuing Indigenous authority—in whatever forms these may take. I also hope that, by recognising power and authority in sites like these, we may be empowered by the actions of our ancestors, see strength and foresight in their engagements and nurture a sense of cultural strength that will lead us to stronger cultural futures. Colonisation was destructive and damaging, but our histories are much longer and richer than the last 250 years. Our story is a much longer one to tell.

			I feel I must first sketch out my rationale and I will draw from some examples that have directed me towards this way of thinking. By tuning in to Indigenous voices in collections, pushing through the blinding thresholds of ‘collectedness’, and by better contextualising moments of exchange and allowing space to recognise relationships, I can step towards collections differently. I can see a whole new archive altogether. As both a museum anthropologist and as an Indigenous cultural practitioner, I understand these approaches as radical acts.

			Radical act: Sensory engagement

			Twenty-six years ago I began working in museums as a marketing and communications trainee. A very interesting pathway into this sector, I know, but an entirely useful one for me at least. I didn’t have a curatorial interest, but I knew that the collections of the Australian Museum—where the traineeship was based—were broad, vast and could be potentially personal. I found this to be true when touring the collection stores for the first time with my then mentor who was based in the anthropology department and had a role of stewardship of the anthropology collections.

			This was a seminal moment for me—seeing the rows and rows of wood, feathers, fibre, stone, and ochre in familiar assemblages, categorised by place. It was also a sensual moment. The air was perfectly still—because it had to be—and it held a smell of the wood, feathers, fibre, stone and ochre, like an old cupboard being flung open and the waft hitting you in the face; thick and heavy, it even had a taste. It sounded like the hum of lights, the flickering of old fluorescent tubes. The bruised white gloves, used by people in the room before us, spoke of touch—a mediated touch; the points of connection had impressions of the material marked upon them. All the senses had a measure of control about them; all the senses were mediated. I wrote about this moment for Artlink magazine in 2017, and I will recall a passage here:

			Those rooms are overwhelming, confusing, profound and confronting. They are time capsules placing anyone within one degree of separation to the moments of intensity we as Australians are yet to fully grasp collectively.5

			Later in the article I reflected upon what this meant for those of us brought into contact with these spaces and these collections. To quote again:

			For Indigenous community members who visit or work with museums, these storerooms … are places where we confront the past in the present. Cultural material in museum collections [is] intensely symbolic. These collections represent cultural diversity and sophistication while simultaneously can be personified as stand-ins for the lives and memories dispossessed and the destructive impact of colonisation.6

			Within this piece I made a direct association between the presence of material in collections and the absence of material in community. I would go so far as to say that I made a correlation between the overabundance of cultural material in collections and the scale of dispossession and dispersal of Indigenous people off their lands. I inferred that the act of institutionalising cultural heritage material was akin to the institutionalisation of people through dispossessive acts. The material was a stand-in for the people, and the ease with which this inference was accepted—even expected—spoke volumes. People could see what I was inferring and accepted my position. My voice was not alone and may have even influenced others to speak similarly.

			I know this is how I felt back then. The removal of this material from Indigenous people’s lives, lifeways and psyche was part of imposed systematic acts of severance of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Moreover, upholding these collections and maintaining them today was, in some way, an acceptance that sustained the act of continued severance and severing. It was colonisation again and again, over and over. I have come to understand that much of this was a response to ‘collectedness’ or being collected.7 The scale of collections, both vast and contained, the visible structures objects sit within and their capacity to invoke Indigenous lives is immediate and visceral. Collectedness is a valid impression, but it can also hang like a veil, obscurant and demanding.

			Radical act: Advancing beyond the surface

			This sentiment stayed with me for many years and guided my own research and engagement with collections, as I continued to work with museums, teach about museums, research collections and work with audiences in narrative-driven display and exhibition projects. It drove my research, causing me to further explore the idea of objects becoming ‘stand-ins’ for people or expressions, the scale of change and disruptions to Indigenous lives, how collected objects were understood as part of a diaspora or living off-country, and so on.8 These interesting concepts spoke neatly into narratives around repatriation, decolonisation and indigenising collections or archives, and went part way to considering concepts of an Indigenous museology.

			But, while I developed and explored these ways of relating to collections of cultural material as essentially products of enduring colonisation, I felt a restlessness. The stories I was engaging with, the individual objects, the archive that sits behind them, the data, the markings, the so-called ethnographic dirt9—these residues of the moments of exchange between people—called for a closer look, and better engagement. The many voices present within the stories were, I felt, demanding to be heard.

			Of course, collections research reveals things that are not initially apparent—this is the beauty of it; this is what it is meant to do. When we do collections research, we never get a full story from the objects alone—but without the objects, the archive of associated data is understandably incomplete. When these are united, a picture starts to emerge and the task to refine the picture calls for deeper engagement, again with the objects and the data, seeking out other associated connective threads, and, of course, reinstating these stories within the contexts of communities themselves.

			Radical act: Reconnecting collections with context

			Zooming in and out and back in again

			In the work I do I love to take an ecological or holistic approach and include country, climatic processes and social organisations of the time. These dimensions can spectacularly bring to life a moment in time as vividly as though we are there. It is sometimes useful to even imagine as though you actually are there—bearing witness, if you like. This can help make sense of decisions and actions made in these moments.

			When we are brought into these moments, as though we are there, nuance and insights begin to emerge. I’ll give you an example.

			Norman Tindale and Joseph Birdsell were two prominent researchers from the universities of Adelaide and Harvard, respectively. They undertook extensive ethnographic research across Australia and produced an incredibly extensive archive and collection. In reading about their expedition in 1938–39, I linger over their accounts as they encounter my father’s hometown of Walgett (only 10 years before my father was born, mind you). The journals hint at a sense of frustration that the locals were not as cooperative as was hoped. This was described as a ‘lack of enthusiasm for [their] research’,10 so the team, which also included Tindale and Birdsell’s wives, were keen to move on to the neighbouring town, Brewarrina, some 83 miles (133 km) to the west. Rain had set in though, which made the black soil road near impossible to drive on. They describe the conditions in their journals as ‘dangerous’.

			I can almost see Tindale’s frustration, his irritation, at being stuck in Walgett for four days in the rain, with little hope of engagement from the less than cooperative locals. I can sense the moment he decides to drive—at the first sign of the rain easing—risking getting the car stuck in the mud or, at the least, sliding all over the place. After knowing this story for some years, something happened where I gave myself permission to relate. I think it might have been a similar time that my car tyres, caked in mud, span senselessly in the same wet soil. With relatability came empathy, but it was one I was reluctant to express outwardly, as Tindale’s legacy can be particularly stinging.

			Finding traction

			The greatest expression of empathy, I think, was that I could see Tindale as human within a human condition. In the end, I figured that empathy does not have to come at anything else’s expense: I can still host complicated feelings about how Tindale went to many places to collect many things, including hair samples, stone tools, biometric data, weapons and detailed measurements of living bodies of ancestors and other things.

			Seeing actual people within the frame is helpful. In the case of the Tindales and the Birdsells marooned in Walgett, I can also clearly sense the frustration and irritation of the locals (as a descendant of one, I even can imagine the facial expressions and body language) at the persistence of these visiting strangers wanting to know things. Probing, relentlessly asking questions, following people around with a truck full of equipment and a clear intent in their action. To withhold in this case was an act of authority, and one resulting, for Tindale, in no data, no collections from the time he spent in this town. Perhaps, as a result, there is very little detail of our region in the uniquely colourful map of Aboriginal languages that Tindale’s research later informed.11

			Some 60 years earlier, in 1879, still within the same region, prominent Adelaide figures Catherine and Langloh Parker settled nearby on Bangate Station to run sheep and cattle on a property of around 200,000 acres. Catherine, or Katie as she was known, was deeply interested in the Aboriginal people on her property and undertook what is today understood as a kind of amateur ethnographic study on them.12 Collecting many cultural stories, objects and anecdotes from her time living among them, Katie learnt the Euahlayi language and Euahlayi ways. She later published volumes of Aboriginal legends as well as an account of her ethnography. A number of Euahlayi women and girls worked as domestics in the homestead and she also wrote about her life among them. These accounts are challenging to read using a contemporary lens, especially by descendants of women who were similarly ‘employed’ to perform domestic duties for other pastoral station owners: I am one of these descendants.

			Again, and for many reasons, engaging with this archive is challenging—at times jarring— and, expectantly, emotional. Over time, I think, the shock somehow dissipates, blurring into other feelings or thoughts, and gently, perhaps surprisingly, details from these encounters, once obscured, begin to emerge.

			Katie Parker and Old Bootha: Multiple temporalities

			Katie planted a huge rose garden in the middle of the bush, surrounding their homestead. I think of it as a possible link back to her home in Adelaide or the familiarity of stately gardens that she was often a part of. Roses, however, were not originally a part of this landscape, as you can imagine. Unfortunately for everyone at this time, this country experienced an extended period without rain and descended into severe drought. For a station running up to an incredible 138,000 sheep and 4,600 head of cattle at its height, this situation became extremely challenging. Worrying. Unstable. Scary.

			The Langloh Parkers, while enduring incredibly testing times like these, also, themselves, directed ecological change on my country that transformed it. Not single-handedly, of course. But I carry these feelings when I see and hold the objects Katie collected, read her stories—even though, in both cases, these things were made by my ancestors. There is a lot that I lament. Upon reading of Katie’s desperation in the midst of drought, I see her focus draw in on her roses. She sees them wilting, she knows they are about to die.

			She approaches a clever woman known as Old Bootha several times to ask her to help. This senior, authoritative Aboriginal woman with broad knowledges was believed to be able to work in mysterious and influential ways. It was believed that she could call rain. Katie’s approaches were rejected many times, and I think this perhaps cemented her resolve to pursue it. She wrote, and I quote:

			Once my garden of roses looked very wilted. I asked Bootha to make rain, But just then she was very offended with Matha [this was the name Katie used to refer to her husband in the presence of Aboriginal people]—one of her dogs had been poisoned, she would make no rain on his country. However, at last she said she would make some for me. I bound her to a certain day, the day came, and a heavy storm fell just over my garden. Filling the ground tank which was almost empty. About 2 inches fell. Within half a mile on each side of the garden, the dust was barely laid.13

			In her later life, Katie donated her collection of objects to the University of Sydney at the behest of the chair of anthropology, A. P Elkin. One of these objects was a ‘witch stick’. Elkin was so enamoured by this object that he displayed it in his office.14 The broader collection later moved to the Australian Institute of Anatomy in Canberra, which then became one of the foundations of the National Historical Collection, now under the stewardship of the National Museum of Australia.

			Bootha’s witch stick is not there alongside the other objects though. I am still trying to track it down. But the point I want to make about this scenario is to highlight the relationship between Katie and this clever woman, sharing moments of intense difficulty and change, but experiencing them very differently. I also think about Katie’s turn towards the spiritual realm of the Euahlayi people, turning to the authority of Old Bootha and her magic to call rain. Old Bootha’s defiant deferment is imprinted on Katie’s collection, as is Katie’s reliance on Euahlayi people to survive in a very different place at a challenging time.

			Dynamic collections

			I am gesturing towards the unseen here. This requires recognising how contexts, authority and intent are bound within the stories of these collected objects but are perhaps less explicit. This, of course, relies on the notion that objects in a collection represent more than simple transactional exchanges or movement from one set of hands to another. I am also illuminating human moments, ones that you or I can see or even feel, and ones that can become obscured by any number of things—including our present-day lens. I reflect on that, again learning that empathy does not have to come at the expense of other things.

			I invite you now to join me back in that vision of the storage room at the museum to see rows and rows of wood, feather, fibres, stone and ochre. How many Katies are here, how many Old Boothas? Only this week I visited collections made by Tindale and Birsdell from that very expedition I referred to earlier, the one back in June 1938, objects now housed in the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology at Harvard University. My feelings are still complicated, but I came away surprised, feeling a kind of joy as I was able to see through the feelings I am supposed to have about Tindale, to strike a tangible connection with people that have gone before, and to see powerful, sophisticated ancestral knowledges of country translated into objects of material culture. Associating feelings of empowerment, enrichment and strength with visits to museums is not the story we are used to hearing or reading about.

			To shift a little now to collected objects of a more deliberate nature—those intended for collection, those imbued with outward-facing messages. These objects are very well represented in the world’s great collections, and I am sure that many of them would be familiar to you. They bear similar hallmarks; they are often moveable, decorated and involve longstanding and sometimes intergenerational relationships with anthropologists. Consequently, they are often associated with extensive archives as well as non-Indigenous advocacy. These are translational objects that offer insights into cultural worlds and are particularly intended for those who inhabit other cultural worlds. I would love to draw in the canon of Arnhem Land bark paintings as an example—moveable forms of cultural knowledge that make their way from one world to another, shepherded by relationships between knowledge holders and outsiders. They find their platform in this outside world and work their magic to cause intrigue, compelling the hearts and minds of those with whom they engage.

			Often through their art world framing, which is, of course, one of their powerful translational mechanisms, we are invited into what seems like realms of whimsy or otherworldliness: the fantastical creatures, the expressive processes of country, the transfixing patterning, the codes. And then there’s the story. 

			Not always, but sometimes, we are helped towards these messages by story; we are very lucky if there is song, dance, ceremony, or other dimensions too. Through this matrix of messaging, we are brought to hover at the edges of our own understandings, and then we are gently met by moments of extreme humanness and empathy. The mechanisms behind these objects are a mix of persuasion and incitement and a willingness for engagement. The intent is to bridge difference and create greater understanding. And I think it is incredibly successful. Look at us all gathered here today, in Washington DC, drawn by the steady hands of Yolngu—past and present—to develop greater understandings not only of their country and histories, but also of their presences and power. Their messages are other-worldly. They are of scales of time beyond your comprehension, involving webs of connection so multidimensional that they collapse life forms into spirits and then back again. They are spellbinding because they are rooted both in the past and in the present; they reiterate knowledges that are intensely comprehensive and informed by generations of relationships and cultural practice. Time in their presence is a generous gift.

			They are beautiful expressions of cultural diplomacy.

			Cultural diplomacy

			In the official sense, cultural diplomacy usually occurs between nation states; however, in this interesting dynamic, we are seeing cultural diplomacy operating from a local position, in which locals are selecting peers not only beyond their domestic neighbours but also well outside their cultural worlds, and establishing national and international partnerships and interests that bring a multidirectional flow of benefits. Cultural diplomacy within the bark painting tradition is particular to place, of course, but mechanisms of cultural diplomacy can be found across the country and can take many forms. The wild diversity of cultures across the Australian continent helps to explain why.

			Before British contact, the management of resources and relationships across the continent understandably required high levels of cultural diplomacy and its deft deployment. We are talking about a particular and necessary skill developed and refined over long periods of time—well beyond the 250 years since British contact. It is an important tool in our toolset, and it always has been. Euahlayi people do not have a bark painting tradition, but we have a partiality for song/singing (we are also really good at peer pressure); therefore, our forms of cultural diplomacy may be more present within archives and recordings, and today even on the stage.

			I might wonder what it might mean to draw more purposefully from Indigenous modes of cultural diplomacy to negotiate domestic scenarios such as land, fire or water management, or the protection of vulnerable or endangered species. It is exciting to think of cultural expressions of authority beyond being narrowly understood as performance or art. But I return again to the deft deployment of this mode of communication and recognise that Indigenous cultural diplomacy is particularly powerful when exercised outside of Australia on the global stage. It is even recruited by the Australian nation state in international relationship building. My sisters and I have sung for embassies in Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Kuwait, East Africa, Cyprus, Abu Dhabi and Dubai. Some of you might even remember our melodic messaging expressed here in Washington DC back in 2016! I can tell you that that deft deployment here in DC must have worked, as it is one of the reasons I found myself back in the collections of the Peabody Museum last week, and here today. These expressions are potent, patient and cumulative.

			Recognising the strength of Indigenous voices in our collections has sparked some incredible work and innovations in museum anthropology and museum practice more broadly. Some of the work undertaken by my colleagues—Indigenous and non-Indigenous—who are anthropologists and cultural practitioners is regenerative and fulfilling. I am stunned and excited by the new approaches that are taken and the new directions our work is going in, and I see it happening across the world. You might have picked up on my comment that global networks are perhaps more receptive to this work that is being generated on the ground in Australia, and in a sense this is true. The public discourse in Australia surrounding our historic collections, as I stated earlier, has an undertow that is yet to accept the nuance and complexities of our experience and seeks out high-level symbolic atonement. There is still an awful lot of work to do to celebrate the Indigenous voices in our collections as authoritative, but the work that needs to be done is now becoming clearer. We have sat with the difficulty of the picture for so long now that some of the shock has begun to dissipate into other things, and new views of the same archive are beginning to emerge.

			Humanness, empathy, exchange, relationships, negotiation and compromise are all rising to the surface as are other dimensions too, like love, trust and respect. We don’t have to diminish our feelings, thoughts or experiences of colonisation and the intensity and force of its destruction to also recognise the very human moments within our history. These are not mutually exclusive. Empathy doesn’t have to come at the expense of other things.

			Conclusion

			It is possible to re-envisage our collections as sites of agency and authority, but we can’t do it if our receptive senses are mediated and tempered, or if we can’t shine a better light on the complexities of our histories and invite people towards it to see what can be revealed. In some ways, I think we might need to create better spaces for Australians to sit with the complexity long enough to move beyond grand symbolic gestures and the enormous scale of the problem to see and hear the patient and potent voices of Indigenous agency that wait to be heard. This is not just about truth-telling, but also about truth-listening, and it is heavy and complicated. But on the other side is knowledge, insight, nuance and understanding.

			From the roses and rain brought together by divergent relationships to country, and the anthropologists kept away from local knowledges, our collections contain Indigenous agency enacted in Indigenous ways. The barks of Yirrkala invite us to not only step towards different cultural worlds, but also to engage with the different languages and vocabularies used to express agency and authority. The breadth and diversity of these vocabularies should excite us all as they signal our work ahead! I believe that our historical collections have something important to offer our present as we grapple with truths, voice and ensuring dynamic cultural futures.

			I hope that today I have been provocative enough to engage you, and persuasive enough for you to consider what I have put forward. At the very least, take this as an invitation to look differently at our cultural expressions and material, and at our collections, for expressions of Indigenous agency and to come together to do this purposefully. This act is not to deny the scale of destruction forged by colonisation, but to actively restore and repair. For it is in response to profound acts of severance and loss that connection takes on its greatest power.
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			Poppies, partnerships and pragmatism: Learning from embedded research in a cultural heritage organisation

			Megan Gooch and Eleanor O’Keeffe

			Introduction

			In this article we reflect on the opportunities and challenges presented by the changing conditions of humanities research in the United Kingdom by drawing on our experience of working on ‘embedded’ research in one of the UK’s most significant heritage organisations—Historic Royal Palaces (HRP). Cultural institutions, heritage organisations, arts companies and the UK government are increasingly articulating their social value, with research and funding recognising their function in promoting social cohesion or benefiting population health.1 This increased emphasis on social and public functions, or, one could argue, the instrumentalisation of heritage and the arts by the state, increases the imperative for organisations who perform this work to be transparent about the values and decision-making that inform their work and to give a full account of their impacts and outcomes. Embedded research, we argue, has become an important model that these organisations will need to employ if they are to meet requirements that flow from their public significance. Yet such practices in the humanities are still relatively unknown and there is little articulation of best practice in this area. Drawing on our experiences on an Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) funded project (2018–20), we explore what it means to adapt ‘embedded’ research practices within cultural institutions and draw learning from this experience to guide future agendas and strategic investments.

			More adaptable (and perhaps less threatening to organisations) than other probing methods of research, such as ‘organisational ethnography’, embedded research models clearly have a future in humanities research. In this article, we identify the unique benefits of embedded humanities research practice, primarily in terms of the access they give to important arenas for social and civic participation in contemporary societies, as well as the ways in which they disseminate the other knowledge and expertise of the institution. We note, too, how embedded research models encourage flexible and dynamic research practices, whereby researchers are encouraged to assemble multidisciplinary techniques and develop interdisciplinary thinking to study emerging political or cultural trends. But we also identify hurdles and how the mobility of embedded research can produce friction in the embedded context. Finally, we draw learning from our experience to inform the work of others considering the same pathways, whether individual researchers or organisations. A challenge remains, we argue, for organisations and funding bodies to utilise this model effectively, so that its results can be better integrated into policy and organisational thinking and its potential to flexibly respond to social issues is reached. It is best for researchers to be aware of those challenges when navigating their own positions in the institution.

			Embedded research in the humanities—An overview of practice

			‘Embedded’ methods of research are more commonly found in the social sciences and are usually associated with public health institutions, systems and research.2 Although there are different kinds or levels of embedded research practice, a common belief is that integrating researchers within public health institutions facilitates the sharing of knowledge that the institution has developed, which can lead to a wider appreciation and understanding of beneficial practices, with relevance for policymaking, practice and society at large. ‘Embedded’ research practice thus implicitly recognises the social value of the institution and its knowledge and provides a way of linking it with policymaking systems. While the value of such public health research is accepted, it is only more recently, perhaps in the last two decades or so, that arts and cultural institutions have articulated similar arguments of social value. These discourses were initially framed in terms of economic contribution, but increasingly humanities, arts, culture and heritage are being considered for their wider, holistic significance. Evidence concerning their importance to wellbeing, mental health and social cohesion has become more prominent and clearly iterated, although scholars have raised questions about the ideas of ‘value’ that are iterated through these arguments.3

			There are existing approaches in fields of humanities research that allow for organisations and institutions to be studied from the ‘inside’. Organisational ethnography, for instance, is a rich and burgeoning field of inquiry for many scholars in heritage and museum practice, for instance.4 But other models of insider inquiry have been supported at a strategic level. The extension of the ‘Independent Research Organisation’ (IRO) status within UK Research and Innovation (UKRI)—the public funding body that oversees research grant allocation—to cultural and heritage institutions in 2006–7 was a strategic validation of the social value of culture and heritage, the expertise that had evolved within such organisations, as well as contributions made by these institutions in the wider economy.5 This designation is now awarded to a number of museums, libraries, galleries and heritage bodies (as well as other institutions) and enables these organisations to bid for public funds for research or to contribute to skills and training (e.g. doctoral awards).6 This access to public funds aims to encourage collaboration and cross fertilisation of ideas between cultural organisations and institutions and researchers in higher education institutions (HEIs) in the UK and across the globe. Acknowledging the value of research cultures outside of the academy, the IRO status was intended not only to facilitate knowledge sharing to benefit cultural and heritage organisations to build their strength and economic resilience and improve their public engagement practices, but also to build infrastructural capacity to communicate the value of UK heritage across the globe.7 In the words of Professor Andrew Thompson, former chief executive of the AHRC, ‘these organisations are a wonderful showcase for arts and humanities research, in all its richness and variety’.8

			There have been surprisingly few analyses outside of UKRI of how IRO status has affected the research cultures of cultural institutions that speak from experience and the point of view of the researcher. This article critically engages with the ‘embedded’ opportunities provided by IRO status, thinking through its implications for research culture and knowledge production from that vantage point of practice. While the benefits of IRO status are clearly articulated and identified by the chief executive officers or leaders of various of these research institutions, researchers can productively add to these perspectives and identify the challenges or lost opportunities of the research they undertake within such institutions. Rarely are we asked to respond to the insights we gain into the systemic or structural aspects of our research positions. This case study, which unpacks the experiences on one research project that ran between 2018 and 2020 is, of course, specific to its context, but it encourages a broader conversation and reflection of what could improve efficiency and effectiveness within the system: what researchers can bear in mind when designing such projects; how the institutions themselves can adapt to them; and how lessons from the research can best be cycled back into practice and policy.

			As such, this article undertakes a critical evaluation of research practices we developed during this embedded project, attempting to formulate learning outcomes that we believe will be beneficial to others. It is not an (auto) ethnography of how our setting informed our research or the knowledge we produced. As individuals, we were on different research contracts, and had different histories with HRP; we have different perspectives on our work on this research project and would describe our embedded practices in different ways according to these factors. By formulating our practice-based learnings and articulating common findings, however, we hope to contribute to the growing culture of embedded research in the humanities, acknowledging that we present a singular perspective on these issues.9 As we propose in this article, one of the primary challenges in this area is synergising the learnings from short-term research project cycles within the longer-term reflective and learning apparatus of institutions. In this case, the pandemic exacerbated this dilemma, by tightening time frames and complicating the end of the project. We consider this article, then, in the vein of an exit interview or project evaluation, but one we feel has relevance for a wider audience in this burgeoning new mode of inquiry for the humanities.

			‘Lest We Forget’ at Historic Royal Palaces, 2018–20

			In many ways, this article exemplifies a key success of the IRO model: how the ability to apply for public funding encourages more dynamic, interdisciplinary research interventions that can benefit organisations, the heritage/arts sector and policy more generally. ‘Lest We Forget: Poppies and Public Commemoration’ (LWF), based at heritage organisation and charity HRP, was funded by the AHRC to examine the nature and significance of the contemporary commemoration cultures that arose through and around Blood Swept Lands and Seas of Red (BSL&SR) in 2014.10 BSL&SR was an installation of 888,246 ceramic poppies ‘planted’ by volunteers in the Tower of London’s moat for the centenary of World War I (see Figure 1). The project was ‘embedded’ (as the application described it) within the Public Engagement Directorate at HRP, which manages six palaces, including the Tower of London. The research project aimed to make use of the significant project ephemera and digital archives extant from the installation, which would inform understanding about the politics and emotions invested in commemorative activity in the UK, as well as understanding of how heritage practice can best synergise with these social and cultural currents.

			[image: Figure 1: Image of Blood Swept Lands and Seas of Red on 14 November 2014, during the deinstallation period.]

			Figure 1: Image of Blood Swept Lands and Seas of Red on 14 November 2014, during the deinstallation period.

			View from the walls of the Tower of London encompasses the ceramic poppies being packaged to send to those who had bought them, and the crowds viewing the installation from above the moat. 

			Source: © Megan Gooch.

			The award of the AHRC research grant recognised the cultural significance of the installation. BSL&SR had been, in HRP’s terms, a global phenomenon; it was widely seen as a national hit by commentators and enjoyed enthusiastic media coverage during its five-month run and beyond. Over 5 million people, they estimated, had visited the installation in situ at the Tower of London and (hundreds of) thousands more engaged in other ways: online through social media, nominating relatives for digital memorial or purchasing one of the installation’s poppies as a keepsake.11 For HRP, the installation has gone down in corporate memory as a signifier of its ambition, innovation and the ways in which it can pivot to address the social issues of the day. BLS&SR epitomised HRP’s own (sectoral) evolution away from buildings- and collections-focused understandings of the significance of heritage work to more a diffusive idea of heritage, and a shift in priorities towards creativity—a sectoral shift seen in ‘new museology’ discourses that described the changing social role of museums and museum workers within society. This manifested as a centring of community engagement and active roles of visitors in meaning-making, and the de-centring of authoritative curatorial interpretation.12

			HRP’s capacity to intervene in the centenary through BSL&SR reflected these strategic reorientations. The previous year had seen new executive hires and a restructure, producing the Learning & Engagement and Creative Programming & Interpretation teams, led by Elizabeth Mackay and Deborah Shaw, respectively. It could thus join in the frenetic cultural engagement that the centenary produced, within and beyond the UK, despite WWI not being within its usual zone of operations. BSL&SR joined other commemorative arts and heritage productions, such as those produced under the commissioning organisation 14–18 NOW,13 which achieved considerable levels of participation, and other stand out and highly popular engagements across the globe, such as the Museum of New Zealand Te Papa Tonarewa Gallipoli exhibition that had in excess of 3 million visitors.14 BSL&SR, however, was undoubtedly seen by many as the most popular of the UK’s centenary offerings, which was an incredible and unexpected achievement for an organisation that had no previous work in this area. HRP’s IRO status, won in 2015, allowed the organisation to take a lead in analysing and researching its own work, as it became increasingly apparent that WWI was, by dint of its success and scale, an emerging and burgeoning field of scholarly inquiry across disciplines.15

			The research grant implicitly acknowledged the social value of arts, culture and heritage and the mobilisation of these to engage on issues of citizenship. BSL&SR, after all, intervened during a period when arts, culture and heritage reached a new zenith of influence in government and in society: the centenary of WWI, which accorded a new, hugely significant and funded role for the cultural sector and not simply in the UK.16 In 2012, Prime Minister David Cameron, head of a conservative-led coalition government, announced a program of spending for the centenary, devolving much of this to arts, culture and heritage to carry out events across the nation, many of which were under the leadership of a specially created arts consortium, 14–18 NOW.17 This instrumentalisation of the arts to create (in the words of Cameron) a ‘truly national commemoration’18 was not only deeply intertwined with the politics of race in contemporary Britain,19 but also legitimised and reinforced the place of arts in national life and citizen-making. New interpretations from artists would transmit what the prime minister saw as the emotional resonance of the war to more distant, younger and far more diverse generations, to reinvigorate WWI (and arguably WWII) as a binding, national myth to gloss over multicultural Britain, which emphasised the ‘muscular liberal’ values of his own conservative vision.20

			The award of £201,080 to study BSL&SR acknowledged both the public interest in the installation and the increasingly significant contribution of heritage work, concepts and practice to national life. It also reflected the internal impact of the IRO award (made to HRP in 2015) and the beginnings of an organisational research evolution away from its core, site-specific exhibition or programming concerns. Much of this innovation had been steered by public engagement (interpretation and education) teams, who had begun to explore broader themes related to heritage studies, such as dark tourism, to bring complexity to the Tower’s bloody national myths.21 Before BSL&SR, an earlier AHRC-funded research project, ‘The Significance of the Centenary’, led by cultural scholars Joanne Sayner and Jenny Kidd, had worked with Alex Drago (education manager) from HRP to explore ideas about centenary work in museum and heritage organisations in advance of centenary.22 This new partnership included one of the authors of this paper, Megan Gooch, who was a former curator at HRP, and who spearheaded the LWF funding application and took it forward to bid for the AHRC Leadership Fellow scheme.

			The external award provided the means to accommodate the multidisciplinary skills needed to study contemporary commemorative practice in a museum context and, specifically, at HRP. The advisory board, for instance, included scholars from museum and memory studies, with specialisms in digital technologies. Former CEO Michael Day, who had led the organisation through BSL&SR but retired from the post in 2018, provided much needed internal legitimacy to the project, as well as insight into the production processes.23 Day had already written a review of the project based on some of the extant material at HRP and went on to give scholarly lectures on his leadership of HRP, using the ‘Tower Poppies’ as a prominent case study.24 In addition, ‘outside’ researchers allowed a range of other skills to become invested in the project, such as historical understanding of the development of UK commemoration brought by O’Keeffe who joined as a research associate in September 2018. In addition, heritage insight and knowledge became accessible via the situation of the project team in the Public Engagement Directorate, itself legacy of the installation created in 2018 that reflected the increased importance of creative innovation in programming and community engaged work. LWF became part of the Arts and Cultural Programming (ACP) team, which included a small number of creative producers who were responsible for steering creative innovation, such as developing new artistic partnerships and exploring new paths for engagement.

			This ‘embeddedness’ of LWF suggested new horizons for HRP research and a greater recognition of its wideranging expertise and holistic research capability on the part of its research strategists. Curatorial departments are usually seen as the final point of research cultures in museums and heritage organisations. They are rarely joined up with the vibrant research capability of other areas of work, such as visitor studies, audience engagements and insights-based knowledge in areas such as marketing or website development. Based in the Public Engagement Directorate, but linked to curatorial research cultures, LWF was able to encompass all these areas of organisational insight and put them into dialogue. The project recognised the research capability of all areas of heritage and museum work and attempted to capitalise and systematise these information gathering aspects to coordinate an overarching and empirical understanding of how various UK publics had responded to one of the most significant cultural events in recent UK history.

			The IRO award thus made possible a pan-organisational knowledge, which could be translated to the sector and policy work.25 As researchers, we had access to material that usually would have been hidden behind organisational firewalls and which gave an extraordinary insight into the different meanings and cultural practices that people brought to BSL&SR and how they interacted with HRP’s programming streams. We were given access to the BSL&SR files on a shared drive, with the project’s internal name ‘Poppies’, that contained folders relating to communications from the public and that were revealing of motivations and interpretations they brought to the installation (see Table 1). This folder included an online ‘mosaic’ of user-generated dedications to the war dead, nominations of war casualties to a nightly Roll of Honour ceremony, some visitor and staff interviews undertaken during November 2014, collated spreadsheets of customer feedback, and an email account for the volunteers. There was also a small collection of ephemera, largely comprising wooden crosses and paper poppies, left spontaneously at the fences atop the moat while BSL&SR was in place, which were collected nightly by yeoman warders (beefeaters) and collected by Tower curator Dr Sally Dixon-Smith.

				Table 1: Summary of the ‘Poppies archive’ and other organisational data available to the ‘Lest We Forget’ research team.
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			Source: Authors’ research.

			The privileged positioning of the project opened other data doors, which produced additional streams of information about public participation in the installation. This included a dataset of 95,146 Twitter responses using #TowerPoppies, which had been the social media campaign, and which was produced via the press team, who had an account with Pulsar Platform.26 It also brought, through similar relationship building and tracing potential data pathways, a significant dataset relating to the customer relations management system, which had some extant information about numbers and location of different ‘Poppy Users’. Aside from digital artefacts, the embeddedness of the project created an extraordinary opportunity to learn from those who had been situated within the public response and knew its effects: front of house or call centre teams, education and interpretation managers, yeoman warders, website designers and other heritage workers who managed the digital infrastructure created for the installation, including applications for the Roll of Honour ritual and the online memorial mosaic. Starting in the spring of 2019, the project interviews produced an oral history archive of 91 interviews by the end of the project.

			This multimodal evidence base demanded multi-method design and approach, which the project facilitated. LWF engaged a range of different qualitative analytic techniques, which capitalised and exploited the range of data to understand the commemorative reflex in BSL&SR. For instance, Gooch’s study of the ‘Memorial Mosaic’, an online memorial database in which members of the public could memorialise their ancestors or relatives, analysed submissions thematically, as well as by visual content, to highlight new memorial vistas made possible through the installation’s digital outreach.27 O’Keeffe’s analysis of submissions for the daily reading ceremony was able to identify the in-built inequalities of cultures of commemoration that the installation routed and unwittingly replicated. Working on Twitter data, both Gooch and O’Keeffe explored the public discourses that surrounded BSL&SR using qualitative and hashtag analysis. But empirical investigation and the careful piecing together of evidence from different source bases, such as customer feedback spreadsheets, archived email inboxes and interviews (essentially historical methods) allowed for a multidimensional understanding of commemorative practice as structured and individual, emotional and political.28 These in-depth analyses of material are not usually possible within the working cultures of these organisations.

			By embedding, as envisaged by the IRO structure, the research could feed immediately back into heritage practice, rather than exist on the ‘fringes of academic circles’, or perpetuate a ‘dysfunctional divide between practitioners and theorists’.29 As LWF’s research began, HRP was in the midst of planning and delivering Beyond the Deepening Shadows (BTDS) in 2018, a nine-day run of a sound, light and movement installation in the Tower of London moat that commemorated the end of WWI.30 This commemoration also proved popular with visitors, with an estimated 70,000 people attending the final night on 11 November 2018. While LWF was not part of the planning or design of BTDS, its members did consult with HRP on the project; for LWF, the installation became another opportunity to test the temperature of public participation with heritage commemorative practice and analyse organisational responses. Gooch and O’Keeffe, along with trained volunteers, undertook fieldwork with visitors to the installation over the seven nights and fed this back to the organisational review process. In addition, the project’s early findings contributed to HRP’s official response to a House of Commons Parliamentary Select Committee review of the funding, the role of the arts and the audiences who engaged with the centenary.31

			The LWF research project produced significant insights into ‘heritagised commemoration’, which the authors understand as a distinct set of commemorative practices scaffolded and made possible by heritage work that invokes interrelated understandings of heritage that are distinct to place. While publications are still in development from this research (a point discussed below), articles will include an overarching assessment of whether the installation constituted, in Sayner and Kidd’s conception, ‘unthinking remembrance’,32 as well as analyses of specific elements of the installation, such as the nature and extent of public history learning accrued by HRP staff through heritage volunteering, and/or insights into what flows from digital memorial practice in this context. Access to HRP’s legacy data have created considerable opportunities to produce and share empirical evidence that can inform the digital work of museums and heritage in the future. That these publications engage with debates in heritage studies, death studies, memory studies, public history, and communities and media research, among other areas, should convey clearly how heritage organisations capture and archive (if sometimes unwittingly) core social and cultural shifts and how important it is to find ways to share and develop these insights in the future.

			Navigating embeddedness in the institution: Challenges and unfinished business

			But is that the whole story? The narrative of successes of LWF that we outline here is, we believe, fully justified, but it is accompanied by caveats that we hope will improve embedded research practice more generally. Neither institutions nor researchers are fully prepared for the implications that arise from embedded research. For researchers already working in an organisation, the shift to embedded research can be a difficult one to navigate. For new staff, the challenges of adapting to a new workplace are multiplied. For organisations, the realities of having embedded researchers as employees vary from the mundanities of deciding which department they should work within to thinking through how to capitalise on the benefits and results of the work being undertaken. In heritage organisations, the ‘business as usual’ of opening the site, developing new programming and delivering visitor experiences are often more pressing than detailed reflections of events in the corporate distant past.

			From the start, there was clearly a tension between the HRP’s ambition to fully realise its IRO status through conducting good ‘objective’ research on its archived material and its understandable need to protect its business interests. This question had been raised during peer review, when one reviewer asked whether there might be a perception of reputational issues for HRP in the research project due to the high-profile and politically charged nature of some of the discourse around the installation. This could, the reviewer suggested, potentially be at odds with the research application’s stated ambitions of critiquing the ‘success’ of the poppies project. How would HRP manage this?

			We believe, from the considerable access to the material that we were given, HRP managed to strike an appropriate balance between allowing material into the public domain and retaining control over sensitive domains. We were given complete access to the project folder for BSL&SR and to the public engagement folders, which allowed us to historicise and understand the trajectories that informed BSL&SR design by placing them in the context of wider public engagement development. If anything, then, HRP may have been too open to a research gaze for its own good. But these issues were never openly or transparently confronted. Gooch, for instance, received a steer in developing her proposal that it should focus on the audience interpretations of the installation and HRP’s role therein, rather than review project management decisions or financial concerns. And such restrictions made business sense: BSL&SR was very much still a part of centenary discussions in the media as the LWF team began work, and the centenary commemorations ended in 2018. But there was no formal addenda or schedule of agreed documentation that would be entered into the LWF project. We were handed the keys to the castle.

			HRP handled its reputational interest at the level of the employee contract, rather than through clear communication about what it would (and would not) be prepared to tolerate. As with most organisational contracts, Gooch and O’Keeffe both agreed to not engage in ‘reputational’ damage of the organisation—a clause that is open to interpretation, but that certainly deters employees from public criticism or sharing information that could be seen as inflammatory. Our employment contracts were more restrictive than standard academic contracts, with all ideas and intellectual property created while under HRP’s employ remaining the intellectual property of HRP, rather than our own. However, where those lines were drawn around the project-folder-as-archive was unclear. It was up to us, as researchers, to decide those limits and make judgements for ourselves as we progressed, with the input of HRP’s research committee, and de facto ethics committee.

			Some may call HRP’s open-ness enlightened. Certainly, during conversations, the former CEO Michael Day was entirely supportive of researchers delving into the archives of ‘Poppies’—the installation and those who worked so tirelessly on it had nothing to hide and everything to give. For the researcher, however, it made research perilous and somewhat anxiety ridden: what counts as reputational damage? We were employees of a charity; we had a legal duty to maintain the organisation’s integrity to the wider world; we felt the burden, too, of essentially evaluating work that had been done by colleagues we worked closely with. Was any deviation from the official corporate narrative of ‘Poppies’ (e.g. an overwhelming success) inflammatory? For researchers embedded within businesses or public organisations, there was an established methodological discourse, but the literature on embedded research within a museum or heritage organisation is limited.33 Aside from conversations with academic colleagues who had undertaken doctoral training partnerships in similar institutions (who faced some of the same dilemmas), we found little guidance in scholarship that fitted our circumstances. Organisational ethnographers navigated their positionality, fears, biases and understandings in longer timescales and—commonly—on a shared understanding of their organisational remit.34 We felt the lack of a neutral space to critically navigate the relationship between power and knowledge production in our research and articulate our research and our productive ‘complicity’ in aspects of HRP’s work.35

			We found no organisational space for this, perhaps because we could not integrate into a research culture in which seminars or workshops were planned far in advance, and which had very specific interests. We were ‘one-offs’—working on a short-term project that studied an exceptional moment in HRP’s past. The firewalls had been removed, in terms of access to records, but they had been equally redrawn around us. In such research, you feel a professional obligation to, as the saying goes, ‘speak truth to power’—to present the institution with research that may challenge the corporate image of its archives and its working practices. You do so out of the belief that, in doing so, you can both support internal learning and disseminate the in situ learning that many HRP employees developed during their work on a challenging project. But, at the same time, there are clearly risks for researchers whose study reaches deep into the reputation and identity of institutions. A recent example in the UK, for instance, in which Oxford colleges invited academic researchers to interrogate their role in slavery, has clearly shown that, when institutions do not like the fruits of such labour, one recourse is to undermine the professional integrity of those who produced it.36 It is easy to jettison researchers who are no longer employees and with whom you have no long-term relationship.

			Neither does ‘embeddedness’ make research frictionless. We faced another challenge in the scale and nature of the data we were given access to. HRP had no archive, data repository or archivist. A records management team existed at the time; it was prioritising records due for imminent deposit in the National Archives, developing new records management policies and advocating for good data management practices across the organisation. The ‘legacy data’ was unarchived—a collection of project management ephemera that had been left untouched since the project wound up in June 2015. Many of the data had a feeling of abandonment: one moment they were working documents and the next they were superseded by a new day, a new download, a new task or a new project. Opening a document was like entering a room the occupants had just left—full of details, significant notes and internal logic that made sense to the author but was never intended to be of use to other colleagues, let alone a researcher. Much of this material had to be risk assessed, reconstructed and re-signified, drawing on the insight and knowledge of heritage staff who had shaped the data, many of whom were still in post (or in different roles) in 2018–19. We relied on them to share passwords for protected spreadsheets or to orient us around provenance so we could fully position them in the installation’s context.

			The levels of staff time for this enterprise were significant and largely unpredicted within the project planning and timescales. This had repercussions for the LWF team, who were faced with a gargantuan task. The archive, in whatever form we find it—in the search room with a meticulous catalogue, or the cluttered working files of an organisational shared drive—has the power to wrongfoot us and absorb more time than anticipated. Therefore, a great deal more time should have been spent in advance of the application and receipt of the grant in identifying this issue, which would have allowed it to be factored into project planning and timescales—itself a difficult proposition for organisations to resource themselves. But it had wider staff implications, considering the amount of time we needed from other staff to help us piece these records back together. We do not know how they accounted for that time, although we emphasised the voluntary nature of participation and that they should get agreement for their participation from their line management. At times, we felt that higher management had (at least informally) authorised staff members to support the project if they wished, on the understanding that they had contributed to such an important installation. But this was not always clear. Our embeddedness became entangled with interpersonal feelings of obligation, which we knew staff felt to HRP and the installation itself, which had a wide organisational significance as the pinnacle of corporate success to date.

			The dynamics between the research project and the wider staff cultures at the Public Engagement Directorate were, then, not fully thought through, largely because this was a first for everyone. LWF was only HRP’s second AHRC-funded project as an IRO, and its first situated outside of the Curatorial Department. HRP staff at this time generally identified the research function of the organisation as belonging with the curators—the team that had led HRP’s successful application for IRO status, and that most often undertook and presented research within the HRP as a core part of their job. As a heritage site, ‘research’ meant histories of people, objects or buildings for most staff at HRP. LWF challenged these received notions of what research was or could be because it centred a contemporary programming event and studied its project traces. Some colleagues were at first baffled that LWF was not, in fact, a research project about WWI. Initially, we also felt there was a disconnect between the LWF team, who slowed down programming time to critically review a past project, and our colleagues in ACP, who worked at an extraordinary pace and looked to the future with energetic optimism. Nearing the end of the project, we found a collective tempo: we held a round table for ACP to reflect on what ‘Poppies’ had meant in the history of HRP’s programming practices, sharing perspectives and our understandings of HRP’s recent past. These insights informed LWF understanding of the installation and its impacts.

			It was difficult, therefore, to engage staff with the learning that we gleaned from BSL&SR within the timescales of this 18-month project. Developing relationships and dialogues across HRP’s directorates took time, as did the development of the research insights themselves. For instance, the volunteer manager and others working with the volunteers understood the benefits of working with LWF: they shared data and reflections on the volunteer experience, we talked about the practices they engaged in and what they had learned from them. But the learning that HRP’s practitioners in this area could now draw from, the findings gleaned from volunteer interviews, for instance, was iterated outside the project’s embedded research.

			Sometimes, too, it was simply hard to convince staff regarding the relevance of research because of the ever-changing nature of heritage work. In our perception, some felt LWF was anachronistic; too focused on an unusually successful singular event, which happened too long ago (in the corporate memory of HRP) for people to see value for their working practices. In 2014, for instance, #TowerPoppies had been HRP’s first major social media campaign; in 2019, HRP had a designated social media producer who had undertaken several creative and successful campaigns since, although 2014 remained by far its most impactful in terms of reach.37 If we had wider support among senior management to institute regular spaces for dialogue between the project and staff, it might have been easier to build and develop these relationships within these short time frames, create dialogues between us and HRP’s communities of practice, and draw out the common points of learning and interest.

			We argue this was a missed opportunity for HRP. The relentless ‘now’ of heritage work makes some space for reflection on previous programs, exhibitions and events. At HRP this was codified in the project management system’s post-project review, and the demand for all learning and engagement projects to have an evaluation plan. However, there was no room for the scale of holistic data collection, the in-depth analysis (especially qualitative analysis) and the level of reflection enabled by LWF for every, or indeed any, element of heritage business as usual. Such analysis could have been used by engaging heritage-makers, interpretation teams, front of house managers and creative producers to engage with broader and more difficult questions about audience engagement and inclusion, as well as staff experiences of difficult and challenging working conditions. It could have refined the corporate memory of success to be better positioned for the next pitch. A good example of this, for instance, is the volunteer mobilisation for LWF, which is a singularly successful example of mega-event mobilisation of corporate networks on one level, seen in terms of sheer numbers, but an unequal assemblage of populations that calls into question the site’s claims to ‘public history’.38 Continual learning from its own data, therefore, which LWF offered, could have generated new approaches in the future about the effects of some aspects of its strategic decision-making, which could have been adjusted for greater access in the future.

			Establishing systematic approaches to encouraging such feedback cycles may have reaped benefits, but this could not be done under the auspices of a single project. LWF thus made little impact on the research culture it was embedded in. Based on the research program, and its findings, the team made arguments for HRP’s Curatorial Department to invest in new directions, such as a museum sociologist, which would support HRP’s vision to engage with the social issues of the day and connect curatorial and public engagement knowledge. This broader ambition of including public engagement research remains as part of a research area for HRP in their current research strategy,39 but it is not a priority in the way that recruitment for a curator for inclusive history has been, a role that is intended to connect diverse audiences with the histories of its palaces. Such priorities are pressing, but ideally there would be additional space for HRP to provide the deep thinking on its many layered research cultures, which may have strategic level impacts. In 2020, for instance, HRP announced its new ambition ‘to create space for spirits to stir and be stirred’.40 The CEO and directors may have been less willing to draw from the well of the ‘Poppies’ myth if they had understood the full extent of the challenges that scaling up emotional programming had for staff and publics, and the implications of this programming approach for heritage practice and identity politics more generally.41

			Lastly, as with many research projects, the ‘writing up’ period has extended beyond the formal end of the project, and both of our employment contracts. Indeed, since we left HRP in 2019 and 2020, we have not only missed the opportunity to write up within our host organisation, but also to advocate for our findings from an embedded position. The research team now operates at a distance from its host organisation, but with formal and informal ties tethering us to our former employer. This creates some ambiguities and uncertainties for both parties. For instance, the official photo archive was part of the poppies project folder, which was the archival basis of LWF and ensured its receipt of public money. This suggests authority to use those as part of the publications process, but this is not clear. Whereas previously we were able to gauge sensitive topics for the organisation based on internal newsletters, briefings and our daily work and meetings, we now must consult the colleagues in the research team. HRP kept access to email accounts open to allow engagement with research participants, but when disabled due to a change of password security practice the outsider status of former employees makes it very difficult to reconnect.

			Outside embedded situations, publications become potentially difficult sites to negotiate, as HRP has a fair and obvious interest in the findings of the research, both as the subject of it and because it emanated from its research culture. Had we remained at HRP, we would have envisaged working up these papers within that research culture: for instance, sharing short papers in research seminars, which may have demystified the research and de-escalated our concerns regarding HRP’s potential response to it. Leaving HRP, we have shared some work on an ad hoc basis. The Curatorial Department has been incredibly supportive and warm to our outputs, as former HRP researchers. Yet, at the same time, there is clearly a reputational element that the organisation has to grapple with and (an assumption on our part) HRP believes that distance is necessary for the ‘objective-ness’ of this research. A draft of a forthcoming article, which covers the range of public response to the installation that HRP encountered, has been shared with the press team, for instance, because of the media attention that may arise from descriptions there and the press team’s need to prepare a statement. But information does not flow the other way regarding what HRP envisages may be the fallout from this article or what statements it has prepared to counter this.

			Internally, this stage of the research project and the production of publications may have yielded exciting and enriching discussions had we remained embedded and employed. This may have brought together different parts of the organisation into conversation over the impacts of heritage design and programming practices it still uses. Instead, we navigate these areas through relational practices alone, balancing a certain amount of ambiguity with considerable goodwill. From a researcher standpoint, it feels unsatisfactory to have developed knowledge of organisational practice that cannot be applied in other contexts or utilised in the ways it might have been, such as to develop a data repository, contribute to an archive, review procedures for front of house staff, or inform interpretation and design, even if a considerable amount of other knowledge can be used to enrich our understanding of identity-making commemorative practices in the UK—especially just as the four nations itself were being called into question. The research material that LWF studied has historical significance as an archive of public feeling, political action and citizenship that will continue to be of use and interest to researchers down the decades. We envisage and hope further work with HRP will allow us to recognise and communicate the importance of this collection.

			Lessons from embeddedness

			As researchers we learn from our experiences and aim to improve our research methods and practice for the next project. For embedded researchers, we can also prepare the ground for future researchers, and contribute to the refinement of a research culture that is distinct and productive, perhaps even more valuable and enriching than those of HEIs. Reflecting on embedded research practices in the public domain is a necessity. The heritage sector, as academia, is full of short-term employment contracts and employment precarity. The researchers themselves are not always able to contribute to the institution’s learning, as they may have moved roles (as Gooch did) or come to the end of a fixed-term contract (as O’Keeffe did). Yet we hope embedded research practices will flourish at HRP and beyond. There remain many potential projects in HRP’s assemblage of project files and documentation that testify to the changing ways in which people have made meaning in its sites from its foundation in the late 1990s onwards and the role of interpretation and heritage practice therein.42 The following four points of guidance may encourage further embedded projects at HRP and elsewhere and support them to achieve success.

			Flexing organisational memory

			In HRP, as in many IROs, the mechanism for building robust organisational memory of embedded research and researchers is through the research team. For LWF, unfortunately, the end of the project in early 2020 coincided with the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. HRP, like many heritage institutions in the UK, took advantage of the government’s furlough scheme, which subsidised employment if employees undertook no work. HRP’s organisation learning in this area was therefore splintered by the absence of key HRP staff for a prolonged period. Yet, if the pandemic had not intervened, HRP had the tools with which to learn; they had used standard post-project review report templates in BSL&SR and many other public engagement projects. A short and slightly amended review could be undertaken for each research project to better understand the challenges and benefits of embedded research, and these data could be used to support further applications for grant funding. Another standard tool for HRP, the exit interview, could also be adjusted so that researchers leaving the organisation could reflect on their research, handover any archive assets or datasets, and ensure that there were organisational rather than personal records connecting the departing researcher with their primary sources. Such strategies to reflect upon, learn from and improve research culture could be implemented in many heritage organisations without investment or development of burdensome new procedures, but instead by repurposing existing projects or program management tools from within the organisation.

			Reviewing and systematising embedded research

			Both funders and organisations could work together to reflect on the model, improve it and better systematise embedded research practice within organisations. IROs are now an established part of AHRC’s funding model—an achievement that reflected the energetic action of UKRI and executive leaders in industry and the arts, culture and heritage sectors. Now that this initial phase has passed, the focus can move to reviewing the impact of IRO status for the organisation or refining staffing models and systems to ensure greater discourse or fusion between embedded research and the wider cultures of the organisation. In organisations, there could be further advocacy and buy-in from senior management to validate IRO embedded research and integrate it into work systems and routines, to ease the relationships between embedded researchers and other employees. The funder could make reflective evaluation, or evidence of clear strategic thinking about the place of embedded research in the organisation, a condition for research funding, or, simply, they could provide guidance about how best to build organisational capacities to ensure best practice.

			Building partnerships and networks

			In addition, the funder (in this case the AHRC) could encourage or facilitate clearer partnerships between IROs and HEIs for knowledge and resources sharing. HEIs could allow IROs to buy into research support services such as ethics approval pathways, research data repositories or researcher training programs. A network for embedded researchers within other IROs would create a learning mechanism, and help individuals share and learn from the breadth of experiences in this sector. It would encourage greater knowledge sharing between researchers from different contexts, and could provide opportunities for more research collaborations between different types of research organisation and HEIs. This suggestion is not intended to imply a disparity of quality between IROs and HEIs; the AHRC peer review process is robust, and its mission statement is that it ‘funds outstanding original research across the whole range of the arts and humanities’.43 Our suggestion is based on our subsequent employment within HEIs and the range of professional support available there: teams of research facilitators who understand the grant writing process and funder policies, financial accountants who are experienced in project budgets, the availability of open research data repositories and highly codified ethics pathways. This contrasts markedly with organisations whose main business is not research but delivering heritage experiences and opening buildings to the public. However, as a research team we certainly benefited immeasurably from areas where HRP had particularly strong investment (e.g. audience data insight).

			Evaluation pathways

			We believe funders should create an evaluation pathway appropriate for IRO research cultures and how they function. At present in the UK, neither IROs nor their researchers are subject to the Research Excellence Framework (REF), a major evaluation of research quality that happens roughly every seven years and affects core research funding for HEIs. Research environment was a key component of the 2021 REF, along with assessment of researcher publications and impact to society from the research produced. Only initial guidance for the next REF in 2028 is currently available, but early indications show that the new ‘People, Culture and Environment’ element will receive a larger weighting than the REF 2021 ‘Research Environment’ element.44 The scale of IRO research compared to HEIs would make the REF process for the former an unnecessary burden, and IRO research is not funded in the same REF-dependent manner as HEIs. However, some of the qualities of the REF may be useful in recognising the value of IRO-based research. Recognising excellence in this area would help smaller IROs generate further funding and support researchers in these environments to achieve their potential.

			Conclusion

			Humanities research in the future will depend more on these embedded, or partnership, approaches as the heritage and cultural sector orients itself more to issues of social relevance and value and these institutions develop greater social knowledge. LWF demonstrated that the increased social significance of heritage spaces and cultural work necessitates the kinds of flexible and dynamic research approaches that embedded cultures make possible. The IRO model allows research to keep step with the kinds of social interventions that heritage and cultural institutions are envisaging now and for years to come. However, while ‘embeddedness’ facilitates a turnover of research area and infusion of new staff expertise to study different evidence bases, it must be met and supported by systemic and strategic interventions to deal with the challenges that ensue: to establish procedures for internal sharing and review with staff, for instance, or agree on organisational messaging and the internal purpose of the project. Researchers should also be encouraged to reflect on learnings from the research experience itself, to establish a legacy for the future and improve practice more generally. While the findings of LWF in areas such as commemorative practice and cultural technologies will be shared in other publications, we hope that these learnings will support others who wish to draw from organisational knowledge to benefit humanities (and social science) research areas more generally.
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			I. Articles

		

	
		
			Public humanities of the future: Museums, archives, universities and beyond

			Kylie Message, Frank Bongiorno and Robert Wellington

			Contributors to this volume explore some of the purposes, responsibilities and joys of the humanities in 2024 and beyond. They consider what the humanities of the future might hold and examine collateral questions about how public institutions and academic disciplines may engage ethically and meaningfully with challenges. Whether undertaken in collections or galleries, or in libraries, archives and museums or elsewhere, the humanities are critically important to our individual lives and communities. Humanities research confronts global challenges from environmental sustainability to human health, wellbeing and social justice, to the very survival of the planet.

			The discussions and projects represented in this volume are, at their heart, public humanities projects. They address public institutions and experiences as a gateway for humans—as individuals, collectives and larger publics—to reflect on the places they occupy in the world, and to describe the difficult processes of navigating institutional cultures and conventions. Contributors engage with museums and universities as subjects of analysis as much as sites of research. Rejecting the mischaracterisation of humanities research as detached from everyday experience and lacking practical application, contributors address diverse and, in some cases, new paradigms and understandings about the social contracts that exist between people and institutions. In doing these things, the case studies and analyses represented in this volume confirm the findings of the 2023 World Humanities Report, which says:

			The humanities are essential to understanding and society. They reveal who we are, who we have been, what we have thought, and how we think. They are the archive of human accomplishment and failure, of human imagination and aspiration. They are a resource for individuals seeking to know their thoughts and beliefs and for communities and society in constant search of greater good.1

			‘Public humanities’ is a term that describes research that seeks to address the kinds of questions that people in the ‘real’ world ask.2 It aims to benefit the universe of scholarly knowledge within and about the public sphere by promoting research practices undertaken in and with civic spaces and everyday cultures. It is an approach that seeks to promote the public good through methods and outcomes, and by directing the resources of the academic humanities to grapple with society’s most pressing challenges. More important than defining what public humanities is understanding why it is important, and why we do it:

			[We seek] not merely to get the work of the university and museum out into the world (though it is partly that, too), but to build new archives, create new paradigms, recover buried histories, and weave new narratives of the sort that can only be produced when guild members cease to speak amongst themselves exclusively.3

			Ultimately, public humanities endeavours to speak to many and different audiences and to show others how to do this also. At a fundamental level, this means finding ways to talk to people who hold different views of the world. That work involves creating safe spaces for listening, empathy and education. It incorporates interdisciplinary practices for representing hidden or untold experiences that have grown from anthropology, from ‘history from below’, from Indigenous studies, and from the development of postwar fields such as cultural studies and subaltern studies. But public humanities also requires scholars to speak across—often with the intention to disrupt—homogeneous, faceless institutions and infrastructures of culturally and historically embedded ideologies. Instead of just being an outcome, public humanities work is process- and methodology-focused, tied to the practice of extending the range of options available to engage with the world around us.

			A key role of public humanities is to disturb, repair, re-author and democratise social and political structures. It also draws attention to the risk of causing harm, and the trauma that affects participants—both researchers and interviewees—involved in public humanities work.4 It recognises that the ways we imagine the past and the future are often constrained by present conditions, norms and experiences, alongside institutional and disciplinary structures. It aims to critique institutions of power, encouraging individuals to take account of their own roles and even complicity in maintaining a status quo. It is informed by practices of self-reflection and institutional analysis within academic disciplines such as organisational ethnography and critique.

			Our broad understanding of public humanities is consistent with the definition and findings from the Humanities for All initiative developed by the National Humanities Alliance Foundation, which collated information, including descriptions, on 2,000 public humanities projects undertaken over the past decade in the United States.5 Its analysis of data from the projects presents the following five goals as being typical of public humanities research: informing contemporary debates, amplifying community voices and histories, helping individuals and communities navigate difficult experiences, expanding educational access and preserving culture in times of crisis and change. Humanities for All argues that humanities-based content and methodologies can ‘productively reorient current conversations by contextualizing concerns, encouraging participants to question previous assumptions, and enrich both disciplinary and public knowledge through discussion’.6

			This publication marks several historic moments, including the relaunch of Humanities Research in celebration of the fiftieth anniversary of the Humanities Research Centre (HRC) at The Australian National University (ANU). The topic for this volume came from an amalgam of the HRC’s recent annual themes of ‘Hope’ (2021), ‘Mobilities’ (2022) and ‘Repair’ (2023). Although we did not ask authors to address these themes explicitly, they are nevertheless prevalent in the articles that follow, which add to Yuliya Komska’s moving reflections on her father’s stained-glass creations in Lviv, after Russia invaded Ukraine in 2022. Komska says:

			In war, mourning the loss of art, be it actual or anticipated, is not separate from mourning for the senseless disruption and destruction of human life. To live is to build, to repair, to illuminate, to leave traces in the fabric of time and space.7

			The illumination and ethical obligations of human life across time and space shine through the pages that follow.

			We wanted to dedicate this relaunch issue to public humanities because the HRC’s core aim is to advance the production, dissemination and public translation of outstanding and innovative, interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary scholarship in the humanities across ANU, nationally and globally. Since 1972, the centre has been committed to supporting research that models both scholarly excellence and public engagement. Even 50 years after we were created, our focus firmly remains on the question of what it means to be human—a question that is, as Komska illustrates—even more urgent today than it has been in the past. The HRC remains committed to the belief that an expanded knowledge of human cultures improves our understanding of what binds us together and what differentiates us from one another as individuals and as members of diverse communities.

			As volume editors, we have tried to shape these ideas into what we hope is an open and generous rather than singular focus for this special issue of Humanities Research.8 Inspired by Kathleen Fitzpatrick’s idea of ‘generous thinking’, which offers a conceptual framework for how to remake the intellectual foundation of the humanities, we asked contributors to engage critically with the proposition that ways of knowing associated with the humanities are a prerequisite for ensuring an improved global future fashioned from more ethical approaches to decision-making everywhere, especially in the institutions of the public and ‘publicity’ named in our title—museums, archives, universities and more.

			The volume that follows has two sections. The first section is constituted by full-length fully refereed pieces spanning many forms and institutions of public culture in Australia and beyond. The second section includes shorter articles, interviews, reviews, reflections and comment pieces on contemporary cultural issues pertinent to the public sphere of universities, museums and spaces of community meetings. A story about alternative pedagogies can be woven throughout this section. It poses questions about agency and authorship, listening and learning, and sitting with knowledge in situations that may be unfamiliar or even discomforting.

			Section 1 starts with an article by Jilda A. Andrews that explores the extensive collections of cultural material made by Indigenous Australians in many of the world’s museums. The article considers museum collections as containing forms of historic cultural diplomacy enacted by Indigenous people themselves—as expressive of their desire to extend and deepen knowledges of culture and experience across cultural worlds. If we are prepared to recognise this as a legitimate form of agency, we can reframe the world’s museums, from sites of ongoing colonisation and dispossession to sites of cultural strength with the potential to shape and inform stronger, intercultural futures. This article is based on a lecture given by Jilda in honour of the late Yolngu leader W. Wanambi in conjunction with the exhibition Madayin: Eight Decades of Aboriginal Australian Bark Painting from Yirrkala. This very significant exhibition was organised by the Kluge-Ruhe Aboriginal Art Collection at the University of Virginia in partnership with the Buku-Larrηgay Mulka Centre, Yirrkala. It opened at the Hood Museum of Art, Dartmouth, in September 2022 and is currently touring the United States.

			Two authors tackled head-on the question of what the museum of the future might be like. Mike Jones explores the ethical possibilities of the museum to explore what he calls ‘relational’ forms of practice that move beyond ideas of ‘consultation’ to elevate partnership, collaboration and participation. The trend that he observes having developed since the 1970s—and the goal of the future museum—is a more inclusive, fluid and democratic institution based on caring, empathy and justice, rather than the quest for a corporate-style institutional stability and authority. Alex Burchmore also considers how the COVID-19 pandemic generated a sense of new ethical and intellectual possibilities that were confounded by the powerful impulse to return to the ‘normal’. He argues that this dialectic has opened alternative visions of what a ‘post-normal museum’ might achieve as a site of responsibility, empathy and creativity in a world that increasingly threatens chaos and disorder.

			Jennifer Coombes and Penelope Grist take us into the nitty-gritty of curatorial practice and the diverse potentialities for shaping different kinds of knowledge in their comparison of three exhibitions in Canberra over about two decades on Australian filmmaking. They show that the nature of collections, institutional contexts and purposes, a sense of the target audience, and the particular agendas and choices pursued by curators, can all play a part in shaping public knowledge of filmmaking through museums. They also found a discontinuity, in which later exhibitions were developed with scant awareness of earlier, overlapping efforts, limiting the extent to which institutional and curatorial learning has been built through such work. There are distinctions to be made between academically based knowledge and this form of public humanities, as well as opportunities for a more ‘reflexive’ approach in curatorship.

			Daniel Casey and Joshua Black turn our attention away from museums to explore one of the central enabling institutions of the public humanities (and social sciences) in this country, the National Archives of Australia. Their article reveals how haphazard practice, poor law enforcement and impulses towards secrecy have resulted in the loss or inaccessibility of key records—an essential part of the national estate. They argue that restrictions on record access have the effect of ‘privatising’ what should be public, undermining democracy and imposing intellectual boundaries that push researchers towards the less expansive understanding of historical agency implied by ‘great man’ approaches.

			The role of civic spaces in memorialisation and collective healing is an oft-repeated motif in this issue. Marivic Wyndham and Peter Read’s article reflects upon the National Stadium in Santiago, Chile, as a site of national trauma for survivors of atrocities committed during Augusto Pinochet’s dictatorship in that space. Their article analyses changes from the initial accounts written for public display by survivors of the torture and humiliation carried out in the stadium in 2016, to the modified, and somewhat sanitised, versions provided by a new generation of curators just two years later. Wyndham and Read propose that this reworking of memorial texts at the site of national trauma represents the softening of the rhetoric of memorialisation as an act of healing and reconciliation.

			Although their focus is again on the world of museums, Anna Lawrenson and Chiara O’Reilly similarly argue that Australian regional galleries are civic institutions that play a role in processing our collective experiences. They present a case study of Shoalhaven Regional Gallery in Nowra, New South Wales, which responded to the Black Summer bushfires (2019–20) through exhibitions, commissioned artistic responses and participatory events for the community. Lawrenson and O’Reilly argue that the regional gallery’s responsiveness to issues that directly affect the local public are ‘radical acts of care’, proving the value of these cultural institutions in enhancing the wellbeing of Australians living outside city centres.

			Regional museums are also the focus of the article by Manuel Burón, Irina Podgorny and Nathalie Richard, who pose the question ‘¿Para qué un museo?’ (Why a museum?) in their history of museum impermanence in Mexico and Argentina. Dispelling the assumption that museums are stable, permanent sites, Burón, Podgorny and Richard look at the precarious lives of museums in Latin America from the nineteenth century to the present day. They show how institutional historiographies can give a false idea of stability and continuity for those museums that have responded to existential crises due to political and economic turmoil by re-founding, reorientation and renaming. In doing so, they show that museums are living and responsive institutions that reflect the polities that they represent.

			Reflections upon academic experience in the neoliberal university sector is another key theme targeted by contributors to this volume. As lecturers in professional and creative writing, respectively, Ariella Van Luyn and Beck Wise employ ‘tactical storytelling’ in their article, using the practice of writing as an act of critique and resistance to academic structures that impede them. Their work is a form of practice-led research that blurs the boundaries between lived experience, academic research and the role of the university in the public sphere. They pose the question: ‘how might writing disciplines resist neoliberal tertiary institutions’ normalising tendencies and reconceptualise pedagogy and research practices in public writing for the future?’ Ultimately, they find that writing is a critical and reflective practice that allows us to test new ideas and think beyond the restrictive norms of academic work: storytelling humanises the humanities.

			The next article, by James L. Flexner and Catherine J. Frieman, also critiques the neoliberal academy. They argue that interdisciplinary collaboration between scholars in humanities, arts and social sciences (HASS) disciplines, and science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM), provides a flexible and supportive foundation to the mutual benefit of all. As archaeologists, Flexner and Frieman offer their discipline—with its grounding in both scientific and humanities methodologies—as a paradigmatic case study for fruitful collaboration between HASS and STEM. They seek to resist the neoliberal move towards support for applied research and the instrumentalisation of academic work to benefit the economy, arguing that pure research is often mischaracterised in the right-wing media as aloof and disconnected from everyday concerns. Flexner and Friemen offer lessons learned in archaeology to buttress the humanities against such criticism by its willingness to transgress disciplinary boundaries, seek support from industry, work in consensus-based teams and privilege collaboration over the authority of individual scholars.

			Moving back to the museum sector, Katrina Grant and Sean Minney report on two surveys of the experience of digital transformation on staff working in the cultural sector in Australia: one done in 2019 before COVID and the second done in 2022. The two surveys offer a unique opportunity to compare the before and after-effects of COVID, and to understand the opportunities and challenges faced within these workplaces where a range of staff with diverse skills and backgrounds are at the forefront of navigating the digital transformation challenges being faced by the sector. The 2019 survey found that most staff had been involved in digital work in some capacity and felt that it was under-resourced and that there were mixed levels of support for collaboration and understanding across different teams. The 2022 survey asked many of the same questions and sought to discover the impacts of COVID. Both surveys demonstrated that work with digital tools was pervasive but still not always well supported or conceptualised. The information about demographics and educational backgrounds of staff who work in galleries, libraries, archives and museums (GLAM) indicates that this sector can make a unique contribution to the use of digital technologies. The data also indicate the rising importance of communities of practice and creative approaches to innovation in the use of digital technology.

			The next article, by Stephen Valambras Graham, brings the discussion of museums and universities together to consider the significant art collections held by Australian universities. He argues that, while cultural assets may be showcased on university websites, artworks remain, for the most part, invisible online. Graham identifies how much content is digitised in his case study universities—the 21 member universities of University Art Museums Australia (UAMA)—to explore the online visibility and discoverability of objects within their art collections. His research shows that only one-third of university art museums have comprehensive and searchable online collections, while two-thirds offer, at most, partially digitised collections. There are very little available data that monitor usage of digitised collections and research reveals an emphasis on audience engagement through exhibitions and public programming rather than through digitisation projects. When it comes to enhancing discoverability, thematic structuring of online collections is mostly adopted. University art museums also look to value-add to these collections by deploying contextual or interpretive information, expanding metadata to increase search capability, and integrating object-based learning as a model for increasing educational value of the collection.

			The Blood Swept Lands and Seas of Red (BSL&SR) installation of 888,246 ceramic poppies representing British and colonial fatalities of World War I is the focus of the next article, by Megan Gooch and Eleanor O’Keeffe. They describe how BSL&SR became the iconic centrepiece of the centenary program in the UK, attracting millions of visitors onsite and online and achieving media adulation for Historic Royal Palaces, an independent charity that devised the installation in partnership with artist Paul Cummins and designer Tom Piper. Their article evaluates whether the embedded research employed in BSL&SR provides a useful model for the future of the humanities. They propose lessons that may guide organisations, and researchers developing similar research initiatives, especially as such projects seem likely to become more prevalent in humanities research.

			Articles in this volume also address the ways that humanities research has been at the forefront of political debates in the public sphere. Rob Cover’s polemical contribution positions the contestation over gender identity and transgender and non-binary rights as an act of violence ‘to the [social] ecology that prompts the emergence of alternative knowledge frameworks’. Taking stock of the state of discourse on this topic in 2023, Cover’s account provides a rebuke to the normative claims made by those who seek to oppose the use of inclusive language and to provide space for diverse identities in public education and other civic institutions. Ultimately, he argues that the suppression of diverse gender identification aims to forcibly limit the social forces from which new forms of culture and diversity emerge. This is the heartland of public humanities research: by providing historical and theoretical context for one of the most divisive political issues of our time, humanities research can guide our political and moral decisions in democratic societies.

			Section 2 of the volume starts with Daniel Stoljar’s reflections on universities from an epistemological point of view. Stoljar asks: ‘what is the nature and social function of universities?’ He considers the well-known Humboldtian answer to this question with a view not just to its inherent plausibility but also to how it has changed over time. Paying particular attention to how different versions of the Humboldtian answer make different epistemological assumptions, he concludes with a suggestion about how best to develop that answer in the future.

			Continuing with the institutional analysis of universities, Julia Horne turns to Australia to consider the implications for the arts degree of the 2020 Job-Ready Graduates (JRG) package. She argues that the effective withdrawal of government funding for undergraduate arts and social science programs in Australian universities created a significant privately funded cluster within public universities. Yet, many arts and social science undergraduates come from disadvantaged backgrounds. In implementing the JRG package, the then Coalition government ignored the significant value of arts and social science graduates to the Australian workforce. The release of the Australian Universities Accord Interim Report in July 2023—under a new government—offers hope for reconsidering the place of the JRG package in Australia’s higher education sector.

			Jan Láníček’s article takes us further within the university to consider its practices, specifically the challenges that Holocaust educators face in Australia. Láníček reflects on the pedagogical approach he has developed in teaching the history of the Holocaust at University of New South Wales, Sydney. Challenges include, first of all, that we are approaching the post-witness era when we will no longer be able to rely on Holocaust survivors to discuss their experiences with students. Second, the Holocaust is one of the most documented events in human history, and popular culture keeps producing literary and cinematic representations that often distort the history of World War II. Finally, he writes, the Holocaust is considered a European event, without any historical relevance for Australia. After identifying these challenges, the article offers three possible approaches to the teaching of the Holocaust in the future: hands-on, an integrated history of the Holocaust; unlearning; and connecting the Holocaust to local contexts.

			Still based within the frame of a university case study, the next article, by Kylie Message, presents a moment in time description of cultural shock and change at a university campus. Message argues that, while universities and workplaces everywhere suffered from the disruptions of COVID-19 throughout 2020–21, ANU was unusual within an Australian context because the pandemic was just one of multiple crises that caused staff and students to experience consecutive waves of displacement over a five-year period. Her article explores the challenge of rebuilding social contracts at ANU in the post-COVID period and shows how significant the humanities are in these reconstruction efforts.

			Message’s focus on cultural practices and how we build these though collective actions and sharing narratives is extended in the next article by Kim Huynh, which moves outside the university and into the community sector. Huynh’s article follows a migrant organisation’s first efforts to adapt Indigenous yarning to tell truths, share experiences and heal wounds. The Vietnamese Australian Forum (VAF) is a group of activists, artists, community organisers, politicians and lawyers that organises mostly online and open conversations about politics, culture and other issues of interest to its members. In 2023 it held an online forum entitled ‘Losing: The Legacy of 30 April’ that explored the ongoing and intergenerational impact of the Vietnam War and its aftermath on the Vietnamese diaspora in Australia. The pain and sensitivities around this event were addressed, in part, through Indigenous yarning practices that included deep listening, gathering round, speaking from the heart and sharing stories. While VAF has only begun to incorporate yarning, it offers valuable lessons in how yarning can promote belonging, solidarity and healing for Indigenous and non-Indigenous people alike.

			The role of community-based knowledge is key to the next article, contributed by Jade Croft, a student of the National Museum of Australia–ANU Summer Scholar program in 2023. This article explores the complex and changing relationship between climate, Torres Strait Islanders and culture through a contemporary cultural material and artwork. A mask made by Badu (Mulgrave Island) artist Alick Tipoti, Maza Mawa (sorcerer of the reef), is used to exemplify how adaptation of the use of materials is deeply relevant to discussions around the adaptation of Islanders’ lives and culture in the face of climate change. By weaving together the understanding of totems, marine life and Islanders’ lives, Croft emphasises the adaptation and resilience of Torres Strait Islanders and their culture.

			Croft’s article takes us to back to the world of museums, which is home to the volume’s final two contributions. Eleanor Foster’s interview with Dr Lonnie Bunch, the fourteenth secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, explores the responsibilities and future challenges facing museums in the twenty-first century. As one of the world’s leading cultural professionals, Bunch reflects on his role in the development of museums, including the National Museum of African American History and Culture, and considers the way such institutions can advance social justice issues and facilitate conversations about difficult histories. Conducted in January 2021, this discussion delves into the political choices such institutions make and the responsibility they have to inspire communities to engage ethically and meaningfully with the challenges of contemporary life. Bunch sheds light on his own approach to the practice of public history and offers advice to those pursuing a future in humanities research.

			The final piece, by Meredith Martin and Elisa Cazzato, takes us back in time to 1739, when a group of French aristocrats staged a ballet pantomime known as the Ballet des Porcelaines. It tells the story of an Asian sorcerer who rules an island and transforms trespassers into porcelain until a prince and princess steal his magic and break the spell. On the one hand a standard Orientalist fairytale, the ballet can also be read as an allegory for the European desire to know and possess the secrets of making Asian porcelain. Although it had not been performed for nearly three centuries, beginning in 2020 art historian Meredith Martin teamed up with choreographer Phil Chan to revive this lost gem and update it for contemporary audiences. By reimagining the work with artists of mostly Asian descent, they aimed to consider the significance of historical dance for the present and to communicate the sense of mystery and desire that porcelain held in the past. This essay discusses their experiences in presenting the ballet at venues throughout the US and Europe, including at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, and Waddesdon Manor, UK. Elisa Cazzato, a specialist in eighteenth-century theatre who served as costume manager for the production, discusses its reception in Italy.

			We—the editors and contributing authors—present this thematically diverse set of international offerings as an intervention in continuing debates about the place of the humanities in contemporary societies. We hope that, in exploring humanities practice in a wide range of settings and for diverse audiences and purposes, we have captured something of the creativity of recent and present practice, as well as provoking ideas for future projects. The Humanities Research journal will be open to making the results of such work accessible to as wide an audience as possible.
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			II. Research in other forms: Reports, reflections, reviews, interviews, etc.

		

	
		
			An interview with secretary of the Smithsonian, Dr Lonnie Bunch

			Eleanor Foster

			Five days after rioters stormed the Capitol Building in Washington DC in early January 2021, I sat down for a conversation with the secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, Dr Lonnie G. Bunch III.1 The intention of the interview was to discuss the role and responsibility of museums in the twenty-first century and to hear from Secretary Bunch about his career as one of the world’s leading practitioners of the public humanities. Bunch was founding director of the National Museum of African American History and Culture as well as the first black man and non-scientist to occupy the Smithsonian’s top post.2 Throughout his career he has consistently articulated the value of history and museums to society in times of contestation.

			While the need for museums to be socially engaged has been argued for decades, the speed with which institutions such as the Smithsonian responded to the 6 January protests reveals the extent to which this sentiment has become the norm.3 Museums were quick to collect objects linked to the violence, with media reports quoting Director Anthea M. Hartig of the National Museum of American History on the importance of preserving ‘objects and stories that help future generations remember and contextualise January 6 and its aftermath’.4 Here, it is clear that contemporary cause–based collecting has firmly entered the mainstream of museum practice. This is particularly the case for institutions dealing with national, social and cultural histories as they seek to provide a space in which communities can critically engage with shared histories and complex lived experiences.

			Bunch’s statement in response to the Capitol Riots, posted via Twitter, had a broader political remit than that which is typically ascribed to museum professionals. Rather than linking 6 January solely to possibilities for collecting, or the violence to a lack of understanding that museums could remedy, he took a more expansive approach, writing:

			As members of an unruly mob brandished the Confederate flag in the halls of Congress, it was a reminder that this was not simply an attack on our democratic institutions, but a repudiation of our shared values … This moment is a clarion call. We must commit to working across the lines that divide us to make real the nation so many have long dreamed for, a truly beloved community. As the leader of an institution dedicated to exploring and sharing knowledge for the benefit of humanity, I am more determined than ever to provide our country the resources to help bring the nation together.5

			Here, Bunch contends that museums have a key role to play in making ‘real the nation’, taking an active position that embodies shared values and working ‘across the lines that divide us’. This assertion reiterates that public institutions and disciplines such as history are optimally suited to engaging ethically and meaningfully with the challenges of contemporary life.

			What struck me about the short, half-hour interview I conducted with Secretary Bunch a week after 6 January was the intense optimism and hope he exuded when speaking about museums as they have evolved during his lifetime. This extended to an optimism about the future, too. Secretary Bunch’s clear vision of what a museum ought to be and how museums can be defined into the future was a welcome break from what I had seen as a general disciplinary stasis in museum studies and practice over recent years. This, in part, resulted from the International Council of Museum’s lack of consensus when it came to defining what a museum actually was (though this question has, for now, been resolved) and the broad spectrum of responses high-profile museums had taken towards increasing community demands.6 When speaking with Secretary Bunch, I did not want to delve straight into the political position of museums in light of the Capital Riots—I wanted to be faithful to questions approved by the Smithsonian media team a month prior; however, our conversation in several ways led to that discussion. Here, it is reproduced with slight amendments, with Secretary Bunch offering insight into his approach to the public humanities and advice to those pursuing a career in the cultural sector.7

			***

			Foster: Today I am joined by Dr Lonnie Bunch, the fourteenth secretary of the Smithsonian Institution. The Smithsonian was founded in the United States in 1846 and is today the world’s largest research complex comprising of 19 museums, 21 libraries and numerous research centres. Hello and welcome Secretary Bunch, thank you so much for being here today.

			Bunch: It’s my great pleasure. Glad to be with you.

			Foster: I’d first like to ask you about the newest Smithsonian Museum, the National Museum of African American History and Culture located in Washington, DC. It opened in 2016, the museum was 40 years in the making and you were its inaugural director. What was it like to oversee a museum as significant as that?

			Bunch: I must admit it was both challenging and exciting to recognise that this was a chance to create a museum in Washington that would help all Americans, [and] all who visited the Smithsonian, understand how they were shaped by the African American experience.

			So, it was partly a way to help people remember stories that had been left out of the narrative, remembering people who were crucially important, but nobody knows their name. But it was also equally important to frame this as a lens for anybody to understand what it meant to be an American by understanding black culture.

			So, the goal was, what was most exciting was, to create a museum that said: ‘This is everybody’s story’. It’s not a community story, it’s everybody. So, as I like to frame it, the most exciting thing was we were able to tell both a people story and a nation’s journey.

			Foster: Absolutely. With the spread of social media around the world, I think it’s just so evident how influential black culture is not just to America, but the rest of the world.

			Bunch: Even though I knew that it was important to frame the museum through an international lens, you know, [because] Americans by nature … you know, they don’t do global very well, and so I wanted them to really think about this.

			But it really hit me. I was in Sweden near the Arctic Circle and I was talking to a village elder from the Sami people. And he said to me, ‘are you an American?’ I said, ‘yep’. He said, ‘do you know Al Green, the musician?’ And I just went, ‘wait a minute, I’m in the middle of nowhere and you’re asking me about Al Green?’ That taught me right then and there the power of this culture. So I really wanted people to understand its impact on the United States, but also its impact globally.

			Foster: From what I understand, you started university in the 1970s and the National Museum of African American History and Culture also had its inception around this time. When did you realise that history was the discipline that most compelled you, and how did this period influence your development as a public historian?

			Bunch: Well, I think first of all, the museum is even older than that. I mean, the idea for the museum began in 1915, so it’s really been a hundred-year stretch. So, part of my job was to fulfil the dreams of many generations, but for me, history became the most important thing for me because I grew up in a community where there were very few black people and there were people that treated me horribly and people that treated me wonderfully. And I couldn’t understand why. So I thought if I understood the history of my little town, maybe I’d understand why people treated me in a certain way. And then that got me to thinking about just understanding history as a way to understand the nation. So, history became both something personal and professional. It became a way for me to make sense of the world.

			It gave me a way of thinking—that I could realise—that history gave me tools to understand not just the past, but the present. History really was my muse, but I realised that, you know, I taught in university, I loved teaching in university, but I realised that a museum gave me even a bigger canvas to paint on. And what I really like was the interaction that happens in a museum. It’s kind of like one of the things that always struck me when I was a kid, we’d have these barbecues, parties in the backyard and you know, my aunt would say something, and my uncle would say something very differently. Another relative would say something and the conversation would go to some place that nobody anticipated. I thought that’s what a good museum is.

			People come together who don’t know each other and they may engage with an artefact, or a public program and they talk and suddenly they’re in a place they hadn’t anticipated. I loved the fact that that museums were more of a social engagement, and not just sort of me talking to the few people that will read my book, but rather stimulating conversations among many generations. That’s what excited me about museums.

			Foster: It’s interesting what you say about museums bringing people with diverse views together because often communities, especially national communities, can be a broad church. Sometimes museum narratives can be controversial to one portion of society, and you know, empowering to another. How do you strike that balance?

			Bunch: Well, I think first of all, the job of me as a scholar in a museum and a public historian is to make sure you’re driven by scholarship. So, therefore, that’s the engine. But then, recognising that it doesn’t make sense if you’ve got brilliant scholarship but people don’t understand it, that it’s done in a way that is not accessible and open.

			So, what I love about it is that we have to learn, I had to learn, how to find language, find skills, that allowed me to sort of make sure that rather than giving simple answers to complex questions, that I wanted to use museums to help the public understand nuance and complexity, but maybe more than anything else I wanted museums [to] help the public embrace ambiguity.

			I wanted the museum to say: ‘If we could help the public grapple with the shades of grey, my goodness, what a contribution we could make to the American public.’ So, for me, it was really about utilising the fact that people get excited around an object. People understand the visual nature of an exhibition, to use that in a way that would challenge, inspire, prod and push people to recognise that museums are not about yesterday, as much as they’re about today and tomorrow.

			Foster: Following on from that, you’ve written that ‘history museums have a responsibility to convey fuller, more complex histories’.8 What do you see as the role of museums and public history in the twenty-first century, particularly with increased polarisation around the world?

			Bunch: I think there are two things for me. One is all museums, I don’t care if they’re museums of history or science, all museums have a social justice role. They’ve got a responsibility to help a nation be made better, to help a nation find understanding, to help a nation find fairness and justice because museums are places that people trust. Museums are places that people who might not talk to each other come together. So, I really feel there is a social justice role and obligation if you will, that museums have to play.

			But I also believe that part of what museums do is museums are the glue that holds communities and countries together. And so, as that glue, they need to take that responsibility very seriously, and realise that there are times you’re going to do things that are going to scare people, that are going to upset people. But you do it in a way that says: ‘This is about the greater good’, not just trying to point fingers or express guilt. Museums are at their best when they inspire us to think of things that we hadn’t anticipated, allow us to see things in a new light and allow us to illuminate all the dark corners of our experience, good or bad.

			Ultimately a nation cannot heal, a nation cannot find understanding, if it doesn’t understand its past. And if it runs away from talking about difficult issues, museums can help people find that common ground.

			Foster: My research currently looks at object histories of Indigenous Australian collections that have been dispersed throughout the former British Empire and the United States, the Smithsonian included. This has made me think about how objects can be multilayered and can bring many truths to the surface. Do you think that object research is something that history as a discipline needs to do more of?

			Bunch: I think that’s absolutely right. When I first got into museums, people used to say to me, ‘remember, objects speak for themselves’. Well, they whisper for themselves. Right? And I think part of the challenge is to understand both the layers of what these objects tell us, the meanings of these objects, and then understanding the layers that people bring to those objects to help them interpret them in a way that gives people a kind of useful and usable experience.

			So I think the notion of being more sophisticated in object research and recognising that object research is really the best way to ensure that you’re communicating effectively with audiences. I think the notion of what I love that object research more than anything else is that it forces me to look at things through many layers. I think that’s the power of it. I guess one of our great strengths ought to be to help the public recognise that we’re making choices as scholars and museums and the choices are based on experience, expertise, scholarship, but it’s a choice nonetheless. And the more we can unpack that for the public, by helping them understand the many layers of these objects, the more engaged the public will be.

			Foster: Do you think these responsibilities extend to museums around the world taking on a more political role in the future?

			Bunch: I’ve always felt that museums by their very nature are political. The choices they make, the choices of objects they don’t show, the way they interpret—it’s political. So therefore saying that museums are now entering to a political sphere is wrong. They’ve always been political. What I think is the challenge for museums is to recognise that because they are political, because the public trusts them, you’ve got even a more special obligation to help the public see things differently, understand things in a way that they may not have without being able to engage around an object or an exhibition. So I think in some ways, as I said earlier, museums are the glue because in those museums are the opportunity to find that common ground, to find that understanding, to basically have the courage to challenge, have the courage to explore difficult issues, but also have the courage to recognise that you have to know your audiences almost as well as you know your artifact.

			I think that begins to make museums stronger and better, but I believe very strongly that it’s incumbent upon … I spent a lot of time travelling around the world, right? Whether it’s Australia, New Zealand, the UK, China, looking at how museums reflect regional or national identity through their collections. And it is amazing to me, both what you can learn about national identity through museums, and also, I look at, for example, how the right-wing government in Hungary is trying to change museums to create a different narrative. So it’s crucially important for people to understand how essential museums are to crafting national identity, to reflecting national identity, but also crafting national identity and to do that it also means that they’re political.

			So I think there’s nothing wrong with recognising that we’re going down some roads that some people may [see] as political as long as we do it in a way that says, ‘here’s why’. I’ve always felt it was important. Museums always act like they’re the last great craft guild, right? That there are secret knocks and special handshakes and only a few people can see beyond the veil. I’ve always felt that if we were really true with [what] we believe, we’d let people see behind the veil. We’d deconstruct the museum and help people understand how we come to the choices we make. And that would make people, I think, better and stronger.

			Foster: I totally agree. Changing tack a little bit here, do you have an object in any of the museums’ collections that you yourself find most compelling and wish more people knew about?

			Bunch: There’s so many—you got three hours? I think that one of the things that we collected in building the National Museum of African American History and Culture was a slave cabin. And when people see it, their first reactions are, ‘oh my God, look how horrible slavery was’. And then as you begin to unpack, you say, ‘wait a minute, though, this is still people’s homes. How did they make it a home? What kind of interaction went on that was outside the world of the people that owned them?’ And then what I love about this cabin is that when it was a cabin that the enslaved lived in, there was one door, one way in so that the overseer could see you. But as soon as freedom came, they carved the back door. So they could go out and exercise their own freedom. So, for me, that simple fact of making a second door spoke volumes of how you identify yourself as suddenly free and that kind of object, that kind of story means so much to you.

			Foster: That is really amazing. I hope I get to visit one day. I admit I haven’t been lucky enough to go to any of the Smithsonians yet, but fingers crossed in a couple years time.

			Bunch: And the good thing is it’s been there for 175 years and the museum I’ve been there for four years. You got time.

			Foster: Yeah. It’s not going anywhere! Finally, given all we’ve spoken about today, what advice would you give a student like me who loves history, who loves museums in 2021 and who is aspiring to a career that somehow can grapple with both of those?

			Bunch: Well, I think that first of all, I applaud that you care about this because really what you’re doing is you’re caring about our identity, who we are, and there’s nothing more powerful than that, helping us understand.

			I would argue that there are several things one should do. First and foremost, master your craft, really understand the profession you’re in. Think about, as you said, researching collections and whatever it is, master it so that you really have the expertise. Secondly, realise that in this profession that you want to go in, that you’re in, it’s really about the greater good. It’s not about you. It’s about the greater good. And I’ve always told people that work with me: ‘We do important work and your career will flourish. You’ll grow, you’ll get what you need. But if your goal is to think about you and you only, then this is not the place for you, because this is about giving of who you are so that others can understand themselves more’.

			And I think the last piece [of advice] is no matter what you do, whatever it is you love, never lose that as you go through your career. Because what I realised is … a quick story. I was very early in my career and I was working in a museum in Los Angeles. And I met a man and his wife. I was probably 27 and he was 90. He was a painter from a famous school of painting in the United States and he looked at me and he said, ‘you’re a historian, right?’ I said, ‘yes’. He said, ‘do you write all the time?’ And I said, ‘well, you know, sometimes I do, I can’. And he said, ‘look, I’m a painter. I paint every day. And you may not be able to write every day, but make sure you never lose that as your love. That is what got you into the profession’. So I’ve always in my career, no matter what I was doing, found time to write. Sometimes just an article, sometimes a book, but that allowed me never to lose who I am. So even though you’re in a profession you love, find that core that gets you through every day and never lose it. And then remember the most important thing is remember to laugh. It’s not without laughter.

			Foster: Thank you, Secretary Bunch. That will definitely get me through my next set of assignments.

			Bunch: Good. Great. Glad to help.

			Foster: Sadly I think this is all we’ve got time for. Thank you so much for your time Secretary Bunch. It has been a true pleasure to speak with you and I wish you all the best and all your colleagues over in the US. We’re all thinking of you here in Australia.

			Bunch: Well thank you. I wish you the best, and come see us.

			***

			As Secretary Bunch eloquently expressed throughout this conversation, the question of whether museums are political and should critically engage with contemporary social issues is no longer up for debate. He persuasively argues that museums enjoy a privileged position to make communities understand complex histories and the way societies and nations can interact. The importance of embracing this nuance, knowing the community one operates for, and centring objects as key to visitor engagement and understanding are all valuable takeaways for those working or aspiring to work in museums and the public humanities. While a crisis of funding and employment within the sector may make these assertions easier said than done, there is no doubt that Secretary Bunch’s optimism regarding the future of museums is infectious. For me, this provided a welcome break from the cynicism about the current state of the arts that is all too easy to fall into.
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			‘¿Para qué un museo?’: A reflection from Latin America upon the fragility and necessity of museums

			Manuel Burón, Irina Podgorny and Nathalie Richard

			Introduction

			There are no more contradictory conceptions of what constitutes a museum than those presented in two twenty-first-century films directed by Siberian filmmaker Alexander Nikoleyevich Sokurov (1951–): one, devoted to the Louvre (Francofonia, Франкофония, 2014), the other to the Hermitage (Russian Ark, Русский ковчег, 2002). Although Sokurov considered these two films as part of a series devoted to museums and human cultural heritage, their contrasting structures could not create a sharper contrast. Whereas Francofonia is a collage that combines fragments of fictional representation and archival material, the Russian Ark is filmed in a single unedited shot of 96 minutes in which an unnamed narrator wanders through the Winter Palace in Saint Petersburg accompanied by ‘the European’. In each room, they encounter various real and fictional people from various periods in the city’s 300-year history, such as Tsar Peter the Great and poet Alexander Pushkin. The museum and the film appear as the material representations of continuity in history, an impression reinforced by the single-shot filming technique.

			In contrast, Francofonia is the story of two enemies who become collaborators: the Louvre director Jacques Jaujard (1895–1967) and the historian of art and Nazi occupation officer Count Franz von Wolff-Metternich (1893–1978), who was in charge of the Kunstschutz (German art protection office). Their alliance would be the driving force behind the preservation of museum treasures during one of the last century’s bloodiest conflicts. The film begins with a ship in a storm occurring in our times, in no precise place, carrying an important museum collection. In the storm, a person aboard corresponds by Skype to warn of the danger that menaces the containers, a conversation that reappears repeatedly interrupting the historical events from World War II. At the end, it seems that all the containers were lost at sea, a reminder of how the inheritance received by future generations from the past is dispersed by chance and accident and that the continuity suggested by the Russian Ark—the film and the museum—is just an artifice.1

			Sokurov’s metaphor is clear: museums are menaced by human and non-human circumstances: fires, political crises, wars, floods, plagues and changing cultural policies. The unpredictability of museum experience is almost absent from historiography. Studies have focused on the success of metropolitan institutions and on portraying museums as solid and powerful structures characterised by permanence and stability. One of the few exceptions is the Italian historian Adalgisa Lugli who, in 1983, drew attention to the perishable character of collections and museums:

			Without doubt, there is no more ephemeral vehicle than the collection, to which we can entrust an idea or an image of the world. The work-collection is incredibly perishable, corroded by an almost pathetic fragility, exposed as it is to dispersal, to the continual movement that displaces objects, removes them from one group to deposit them in another, or isolates them definitively … It could be considered as the place of non-existence, similar to the shore of the sea, a very particular and elusive space because it is perpetually disrupted by the coming and going of the wave. In the collection, therefore, repeated contrasting movements continually alter the physiognomy of the whole, preventing it from achieving the stability of identification. Let’s say, at the very least, that the definitive moment of the collection lasts a very short time.2

			While Lugli was describing early modern cabinets of curiosities—such as those analysed by Julius von Schlosser in his seminal work Die Kunst- und Wunderkammern der Spätrenaissance: ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des Sammelwesens (1908) or by Paula Findlen in Possessing Nature (1994)—we want to emphasise in this article that the perishable nature of collections remains a characteristic of them even today. To think about the museum in terms of its perishable nature, the article presents two Latin American examples. Far from presenting the history and complexity of Latin American museums, this article is a plea for a concept of the museum that acknowledges the idea of impermanence and perishability. For that purpose, we analyse historical circumstances in which the actors asked themselves why this or that museum had been created. We refer to provincial natural history museums in nineteenth-century Argentina and community collections in contemporary Mexico: two different contexts that reflect the importance of the fields of natural history and of anthropology in those countries. These two sections exemplify two historical trends. In the first, museums are understood as places to produce knowledge, linked to the materials needed for a scientific discipline and organised around the objects stored, but not always displayed, in its buildings. The collections analysed in this section as well as in the second, reveal that collecting occurred beyond the metropolis and involved professionals and vocational scientists self-organised around common interests and working in network. The second refers to the late twentieth-century trope on the importance of community museums, namely the need to keep things where they belong. What happens when this is imposed over a community that does not care about museums? Why a museum at all?

			International trends and temporalities characterise the history of worldwide museums, including those established in the Americas, where historiography has showed the existence of different museum ‘waves’, such as those museums created in the 1820s just after independence: Buenos Aires (1812–1823), Rio de Janeiro (1818), Santiago de Chile (1822), Bogotá en Colombia (1823), Ciudad de México (1825), Lima (1826) and Montevideo (1837).3 In those years, museums emerged everywhere with a port that connected cities to the world, bringing and exporting objects, news and novelties. From Whitby in the UK to Charleston in North Carolina, the 1820s witnessed the establishment of untold numbers of museums, showing that what happened in Ibero-America was part of an international trend that perceived museums as something needed for being fashionable. Miruna Achim has characterised the period that started in the 1820s in the Americas as the ‘trial years’, meaning that museums—sometimes linked to a learned society that promoted the gathering and exchange of data and objects—had fragile existences, menaced by political turmoil and permanent financial crises.4 Later some of those museums were re-founded, reoriented and renamed. Institutional historiographies have treated them as if they had remained the same all through their history, a problem anchored in the idea of permanence that veils the transformations and losses that marked their survival.

			Argentina, 1902: Why a museum at all?

			At the beginning of the twentieth century, Eduardo Alejandro Holmberg (1875–1923), a travelling naturalist from the Department of Agriculture and Livestock of the Argentine Ministry of Agriculture, was touring the country visiting the institutions that had been created in the youthful years of his father’s generation. Among others, he visited several private and state-run museums founded in the 1880s in the cities of Córdoba, Corrientes and Paraná in the province of Entre Ríos. Paraná, between 1854 and 1861, had been the capital of the Argentine Confederation and the seat of the first national museum, which had had a short and virtual existence; the Museo Nacional vanished in the early 1860s and its collections were dispersed.5

			Holmberg was dismayed. Not two decades had passed since its creation, but already things had returned to the dust from which, according to him, they should never have emerged. The Polytechnic Museum of Córdoba, a private museum founded by Father Gerolamo Lavagna (1834–1911) occupied an old two-storey house where the fossil mammals were protected by cobwebs, the monkeys were moth-eaten and the birds slumped on their shelves. At the Paraná museum, a tilted ostrich covered with debris from the ceiling greeted visitors. It gave ‘a disastrous impression, smelling of oblivion and looking like a vizcachera’.6 The windows were broken and replaced by old newspapers. The one in Corrientes, just as neglected, was ‘a pile of dead things’. In the fossil room, made from the leftovers of the museum in Paraná, dirt came in through the windows and boas and caimans hung in pieces. Holmberg continued his chronicle:

			In the courtyard, among the invasive shrubs, there are some meteorological instruments, with broken mercury columns and bent needles, which are wondering what they are for.

			And now I ask myself, in view of the fact that the three institutions, victims of a common sin, are in equal conditions of oblivion; why do they exist, and for what purpose, if they do not respond to any need? I have visited these museums several times in different periods and I have always found them silent, without visitors, without light. In all three I have asked myself: Who is coming? And in all three I have been told: Nobody; this is forgotten.

			The Americans give very practical advice. Never try to represent more than what you are.

			The museums were founded more out of the need to take initiatives and do something very important than for other reasons. Governors and politicians found in their work a title worthy of honourable mention, as one cannot say to anyone, ‘you have done wrong to give us a museum …’ But I would like an answer to this single question: In all these years since they have been founded, has there been a single person (just one!) who has made a single consultation (just one!) on the shelves loaded with pieces?—Not one! I would like someone to tell me a lot, so that I can then ask how much these consultations have already cost. And no enquiries are made because they are neither collections nor anything else.7

			According to Holmberg, Argentina’s private and state-run provincial museums faced a sombre horizon. They were just invisible remains of the recent past.

			Only recently historians have started reflecting upon the fact that collections and museums are very far from what the International Council of Museums (ICOM) defined in 2007 as a museum:

			A museum is a non-profit, permanent institution in the service of society and its development, open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches, communicates and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of humanity and its environment for the purposes of education, study and enjoyment.8

			As this article shows, this is not what the history of museums demonstrates: collections and museums, are subject to the unexpected events of the future, and, as such, are the opposite of permanent.

			First, in our Latin American case studies, we reflect on how the optimism that characterised the establishment of a new museum did not prevent its eventual disappearance. We begin by reviewing the history of late nineteenth-century Argentine provincial museums and argue that they are symptomatic of similar processes from other parts of the world. We refer to museums founded by the initiative of a collector who was able to create a space that was not completely private, nor completely public. Linked to the collector’s identity, and alliances, when that person disappeared, the museum, without autonomy, was left adrift until, finally, it dispersed or returned to the dust of history.

			Second, we analyse an entirely different case: twentieth-century Mexico, a country that managed to establish strong national institutions in a period of political stability, in particular, the National Institute of Anthropology and History (INAH). The INAH centralised a large part of the efforts for creating, cataloguing and preserving Mexican heritage through archaeology, anthropology, and the creation of national and regional museums. By examining a small museum located in the Sierra Norte of Oaxaca, we will show how the idea of a museum permeated the most remote corners of the country. We argue that the history of such regional museums provides a good way to think about the future of museums created in the present. Each section responds in a different way to the overarching question of the fragility of museums in the modern era, the first with a myriad of cases that reflects the sheer number of individuals that sustained the existence of those ‘perishable’ collections. We ask the reader to look at the names, sites and facts not as relevant per se but as an indicator of the dense and complex networks upon which the museums were reliant.

			Birth, life and decline

			Eduardo Alejandro, our travelling naturalist, was born into a family linked to museums and natural history collections. Brother-in-law of Juan B. Ambrosetti (1865–1917), the future director of the Ethnographic Museum of the University of Buenos Aires (established in 1904), he was one of the sons of the physician, botanist and zoologist Eduardo Ladislao Holmberg (1852–1937) who, by 1902, was director of the Zoological Garden (1888–1904) and a professor at the university and high schools of Buenos Aires. In 1879, E. Ladislao had expressed a similar discontent after visiting the Public Museum of Buenos Aires, at that time the capital of the province of the same name: from his point of view, its existence seemed to respond only to the interests, idleness and obsessions of its director, the Prussian zoologist Hermann Burmeister (1807–1892), in charge of it since the early 1860s.9 The Museo Público (founded in 1823) was a general museum with an emphasis on natural history and, above all, zoology. It was one of the two museums supported by the provincial government’s budget: the second, the Museo Antropológico, had been created in 1878 thanks to the collections of Francisco Pascasio Moreno (1852–1919), who donated them to the province on the condition that he be appointed its perpetual director with a salary and staff. These were not the only museums in the city or in Argentina: they were joined by the museum of the Sociedad Científica, also in Buenos Aires, and less than a dozen private collections gathered in different parts of the country and dedicated, above all, to palaeontology, archaeology and anthropology, such as the one established in the Colegio Nacional de Tucumán (north-west Argentina) as a result of the archaeological excavations of a pre-Columbian site run by the college’s Italian faculty members.10

			Whereas the location and number of Argentine museums changed in the following decade, the dependence on the owner or their directors would not be modified: the will of the latter—as in the case of Burmeister—continued to determine the destiny and the rules that would govern the future of the collections. In this context, the nationalisation of the Public Museum in 1884 was followed by the disappearance of the Museo Antropológico de Buenos Aires, whose collections—following Moreno’s alliances—were used to found the General Museum of La Plata, 60 kilometres south of Buenos Aires. La Plata, established in 1882, was the new provincial capital. Moreno would move with them into the monumental building specially designed to house them.

			The National University of Cordoba, for its part, managed the establishment of collections for the science courses taught there, while the members of the Argentine Geographical Institute, established in Buenos Aires in 1879, promoted the installation of museums in several of its branches in the interior of the country. In addition, the work of palaeontologist Florentino Ameghino (1853–1911) on the fossil mammals of Argentina triggered enthusiasm for the country’s extinct fauna, resulting in the proliferation of several museums, both private and/or administered by the provinces: among them were those of Córdoba, Paraná and Corrientes, the museums that Eduardo Alejandro Holmberg visited in 1900. Others emerged that were linked to primary and secondary schools: promoted by teachers, professors and the Ministry of Public Instruction, they consisted of collections bought in Buenos Aires or Europe, or resulting from the pupils’ field study.11

			At the University of Cordoba, after the attempt to establish an archaeological and anthropological museum, the National Congress approved a not very large sum for the conservation and promotion of a museum of anthropology and palaeontology. Due to financial difficulties, the minister of public instruction reduced the sum to a third. The conservation of the museum was entrusted to the professor of zoology, who was also to oversee the zoological museum without receiving any additional payment. By 1885, it was considered that:

			Natural history museums in general, and in particular those of anthropology, palaeontology and mineralogy, do not have as their sole or main purpose the assembling of collections, but to allow the execution of methodical research that yields positive results, whose material is provided both by direct observations of site conditions and by the collections, which in this case serve as supporting documents.12

			The collections were to be subordinated to this end and to a plan of regional explorations. The mineralogical museum of the university, under the professor of geology, was on a similar level to the most important museums in South America, compared with the one in Santiago de Chile, and abundant in a variety of metals and precious stones. The accumulation of materials led to their invisibility: the lack of cabinets and the lack of space in the rooms denied the possibility of exhibiting them. Despite this, by 1900, the museums of the University of Cordoba were, according to Eduardo A. Holmberg, well kept: the herbaria, the minerals and the stuffed animals were well cared for by the professors in charge. This situation reveals that the state of the collections depended on an individual, a fact that represented the root of the problem: more than an institutional will, the conservation of the collection was the work of a specific person. The museum could vanish with his death, resignation or retirement, which was what had happened in Paraná, Corrientes and at the Politécnico de Córdoba as well as in many other university collections in the world.13 Holmberg in 1902 pointed out that these museums were under the responsibility of people with good intentions but with no training, a shortcoming linked to the fact that the museums had emerged with enthusiasm but no real vision of their future. Institutional weakness and dependence on the collector’s life and will were the components of the constellations that lead to the situation Holmberg observed, in clear opposition with the optimism that characterised their founding moments.

			For example, when Florentino Ameghino visited Paraná in October 1884, he was impressed by the palaeontological collections of the museum directed and founded by the Italian teacher Pedro Scalabrini (1848–1916). There he found 60 new species of fossil mammals, thousands of specimens of fossil reptiles, and an incomparable number of fish and mollusca. Excursions by museum employees and donations, such as those from the governor of Entre Ríos, General Eduardo Racedo (1843–1918), and the young Entre Ríos native Juan Bautista Ambrosetti, increased the provincial museum’s holdings. Racedo’s collections included 34 minerals; fossil and living plants; radiolaria and mollusca, as well as objects and pieces of indigenous pottery. A large part of the collection was described by Scalabrini in articles published in the newspaper El Constitucional de Paraná and reproduced in the Anales de la Sociedad Científica Argentina in 1886. In each of these notes, Scalabrini pontificated about his positivist credo and the importance of each of the disciplines housed in his museum, illustrated with pieces from Racedo’s collection.

			Juan Bautista was the son of Tomás Ambrosetti (1834–1926), a Lombard merchant based in Gualeguay (Entre Ríos) since 1855, owner of a business in the Chaco dedicated to the import of textiles that had branches throughout the republic. Like Moreno’s father, Tomás Ambrosetti was also linked to insurance companies and local banking. The fortune of the Moreno and Ambrosetti families would give their sons a social base, political and social alliances as well as training in the arts of commerce. At the same time, Ameghino would resort to the links woven in the museum of Paraná to insert himself into this network of teachers and naturalists of the Argentine provinces.

			Juan Bautista donated all his zoological and ethnographical private collections to the Museum of Paraná.14 Governor Racedo accepted them in April 1886, appointing him as director of the museum’s zoological section. Toribio Ortiz, a relative of Scalabrini, would be the director of palaeontology. Each one was granted a salary and a stipend for scientific excursions, to be practised whenever Scalabrini considered it convenient. Ortiz and Ambrosetti were also to serve as secretaries to the director and travelling naturalists. Ambrosetti resided in Paraná until 1891; from 1888 he combined his work at the museum with that of secretary of the Paraná police. With Scalabrini, he curated the General Exhibition of Paraná in 1887 and the Entre Ríos Commission for the Universal Exhibition of Paris in 1889. At the latter exhibition, private collections not donated to the provincial museum were presented: O. Durand-Savoyat from Paraná exhibited his 3,294 geological and palaeontological specimens, and the young José Sors presented all his collections to the museum, including a series of ceramic fragments collected in the vicinity.15

			From 1882 onwards, Ambrosetti began to take an interest in the archaeological remains of the ancient native peoples who had been decimated by the Spaniards and of whom there seemed to be no evidence. Ambrosetti commissioned various correspondents to send him archaeological artefacts. After settling in Paraná, Ambrosetti made excursions to different parts of the province, receiving pottery sherds from his commissioners or from Ortiz’s explorations. From Goya, in the province of Corrientes, he collaborated with Tomás Mazzanti, a Tuscan expatriate, collector and editor of the local newspaper La Patria. Mazzanti had begun collecting in the 1860s, but his collections were dispersed due to requests from Buenos Aires, donations he made to museums, and after being presented by the province of Corrientes in numerous exhibitions in the country and abroad. All these donations show that the museum in Paraná, for a short period, acted as a provincial centre for collecting objects thanks to this network of suppliers structured by Scalabrini, Ortiz and Ambrosetti, who, for their part, acted as collectors of data and objects on a national and provincial level.

			The museum was in Scalabrini’s private spaces: he divided up rooms in his house to transform them into parts of the museum, which also included a room in Ortiz’s house, where a storage area and laboratory were installed. In 1887 it had a total of 14,577 objects, divided into sections: mineralogy (1,751 pieces), botany (231), zoology (2,019), insects (4,103), comparative anatomy and embryology (255), teratology (25), botanical palaeontology (400), geology (12), ethnology and prehistoric archaeology (490), numismatics (960) and miscellaneous (26). Governor Clemente Basavilbaso (1841–1908) moved the collections from Scalabrini’s house to their own premises, namely a building accessible to the public in a former army barracks owned by the state:

			It had to be cleaned, whitewashed and repainted; this work would have cost a lot of money had it not been for the efficient help of the Chief of Police who, at my [Ambrosetti’s] request, sent a number of correctional convicts sentenced to public work every day to take care of this work. With them, a garden was created in its vast courtyard, which soon, with many donations of plants from private individuals, was transformed into a beautiful recreation area full of cages with birds and live animals that were successively donated to the Museum, among which were a small tiger and a crowned eagle that attracted the attention of the public.16

			The recycling of a state building for the exhibition of the collections was combined with the use of a captive labour force to lower the public costs. Ambrosetti’s description contrasts with E. A. Holmberg’s opinions from 1902, when the prosperity of the Paraná museum was already over. Achieved thanks to Scalabrini’s good ties with the province’s governors and Ambrosetti’s with the provincial police, it disappeared when they both left the city. Ambrosetti settled in Buenos Aires and in 1894 Pedro Scalabrini established another museum in the neighbouring province of Corrientes, where he took duplicates and similar elements to those of his Paraná collections. It was not the first museum to be created in Corrientes: in addition to some frustrated initiatives of the 1850s, there was the Natural History Cabinet linked to the National College, which Ambrosetti had visited in 1892 and presented as an example to be discarded:

			Everything that exists there is European. Would it not be possible and more convenient if the specimens that exist for demonstrations were representatives of our fauna, flora and geology?

			Isn’t it ridiculous to find the European fox when we have our own? The same goes for butterflies, plants and minerals. In short, the pupils will come out knowing everything except what they should know … The idea of imported natural history cabinets reminded me of the good old days when the geography of Europe, Asia and Africa was taught with great effort … and when it came to the Argentine Republic, nothing was known about it.17

			Like Eduardo Holmberg senior and junior, his future father- and brother-in-law, Ambrosetti advocated replacing the study of this supposedly transnational nature with the examination of the students’ environment. Holmberg junior, questioning these remains from transitory alliances or from acquisitions from foreign suppliers, proposed to transform them into specifically regional museums, applied to the study of the resources of the different provinces. Collectors and teachers, in their eagerness to recreate the world, had put together scientific exhibitions of no use. The dust covering the showcases in Paraná and Corrientes, and the old newspaper covering the windows, testified to how the collections were doomed to extinction. They were the result of certain impulses guided by the prestige of the museum but also of private collectors’ negotiations to be sponsored by the government via a salary and a place to house their bulky collections. This need led scholars to dream of a museum in each provincial capital, as, for example, almost happened in 1895 in the city of Santa Fe, another example of a project arising from the desires and circumstantial alliances between researchers and politicians. In this case, Ameghino had offered himself to Governor Luciano Leiva (1849–1935) as a candidate for the local museum’s organisation and direction, sending to him the budget and the outlines of the institution. It all came to nothing.

			By then science had been concentrated in the Museo de La Plata, the Museo Nacional and the universities of Buenos Aires and Córdoba, which, for Eduardo A. Holmberg, were the places to compile scientific collections for specialists. In the first decades of the twentieth century, the topic of the importance of natural history museums to education was consolidated. In this context, regional museums were redefined as places to exhibit the products of the province, but above all as educational material, whether for schools, for university extension activities or for the training of future Argentine university scientists. Provincial museums would be re-founded on different occasions, weaving continuities where there never were any, maybe a means to deny the extinction of those that preceded them, perhaps to be born with the hope of lasting forever. Or to forget that real, well-established museums, just as they appear, can die, taking their collections to the grave or to another museum.

			México

			In the previous section, we analysed a historical context in which collections belonged to private individuals and moved freely between the public and private spheres. In this section, we move to Mexico in the years from the 1920s onwards, namely the period that left behind the revolutionary period and when the constitution of the national heritage was confronted with other initiatives that were prior to, and sometimes parallel to, this process. Institutions were created to catalogue and protect what was defined as the enormous cultural and artistic heritage of the Mexican Republic. On the one hand, there was an urgent need to put an end to the illegal trade in objects; on the other, it was the basis for projecting a national discourse that would put an end to the internal conflicts that had dominated the first revolutionary decades of the century. Some of the most significant cultural institutions in Latin America (and even in the world, in the words of Claude Lévi-Strauss) were then created, such as INAH, established under the Organic Law of 3 February 1939—the ‘archaeological Leviathan’, as it was once defined,18 and a marked contrast with the Argentine case where cultural institutions were much weaker, or the Peruvian case, which never managed to develop cultural institutions as strong as the Mexican ones. In Mexico, anthropology and archaeology were articulated in and by strong national institutions. Anthropologists would become, in the words of the historian Tomás Pérez Vejo, ‘the guardians of memory, the priests in charge of keeping the soul of the nation intact’,19 with museums as the lighthouses of the nation.

			From then until now, Mexico has been one of the countries with the greatest number and quality of museums, beginning with the inauguration of the great National Museum of Anthropology in 1964, and then the Museum of Popular Arts in 1951, the National Museum of Interventions in 1981, the National Museum of Art (MUNAL) in 1982, and the Museum of the Templo Mayor in 1987. The number of museums grew exponentially throughout the twentieth century, from 72 in 1980 to 325 in 1994. It is currently estimated that Mexico has 834 museums of anthropology and history alone (65.5 per cent of the total of 1,273).20 It is not only remarkable for the number of museums, but also for new museum innovations: in 1954 the Department of Regional Museums was created to involve communities and regions in the articulation of national heritage. Another innovation was the House of the Museum (also called the School of Museums and the National Program of Community Museums), which sought to involve communities (mainly indigenous) in the interpretation and exhibition of their own heritage.21

			In this sense, Mexico appears as the epitome of a global museological phenomenon manifested in two major changes. First, the expansion of the museum to any place and culture. Today, few cities, regions, towns or even small communities are deprived of a museum or an exhibition hall. Second, this institution has survived the various threats it suffered during the twentieth century: the avant-garde’s antipathy to tradition and the replacement of museums with laboratories for scientific study. Despite this, museums are proliferating to such an extent that, if in the past the museum claimed to contain the world, today, in the vein of E. A. Holmberg’s questions, we could ask whether the world can sustain so many museums.

			México: Anthropology, museums and indigenous communities

			During the first decades of the twentieth century, a multitude of national and foreign anthropologists and archaeologists became associated to a greater or lesser extent with INAH, the institution that would later centralise the study of Mexican heritage. All of them set out to catalogue, study and protect it, resulting in the creation of scientific institutions, the promotion of local crafts and the articulation of regional discourses. Through the collaboration of inspectors in each state of the country, INAH would carry out expeditions aimed at discovering and preserving heritage throughout the nation. Exploration reports abounded in excitement at the discovery of great treasures, as in the case of Danish archaeologist Frans Blom (1893–1963), a representative of the cultural and scientific movement that, in Latin America, would later become the so-called indigenismo.22 Blom discovered, among other things, the archaeological site of La Venta in the state of Tabasco, the main centre of what was considered Mexican mother culture: the Olmecs. And, as exultant as he was about the expedition to some villages in the Sierra Norte of Oaxaca, he also commented on the local tradition of keeping objects from the past:

			I have known for many years that documents, codices or canvases from antiquity are still kept in remote and indigenous places. I have always been told that the owners never show their treasures to anyone and I have always dreamt of seeing such a treasure. Was my luck smiling on me this time? Was I going to see an ancient document? I thought so. We entered the house that had once been the town hall … Some men … looked at me with suspicion. For centuries they had jealously guarded their documents and few outsiders had ever seen them.23

			Thus, despite claiming that they were discovering unknown archaeological or colonial gems, that they were going into places where science and the Mexican state had not yet arrived, they could not ignore the fact that in those villages there were already collectors, even museums, long before the arrival of such specialists. This is how Jesús Vargas told of a community in Oaxaca, as early as 1917:

			Teotitlán (place of god) is an important village southwest of the town and five kilometres away, at the top of the hill ‘San Bernardino’ are the ruins of a temple of the Mixtec-Zapotec civilisation, in which a god was worshipped … Teotitlán at one time was an emporium of commerce between Huautla and Huautla, Huehuetla and Nanahuatipam … Teotitlán at one time was the emporium of trade between the capital and Huautla, Huehuetla and Nanahuatipam … Its unusual character has made it stand out among the other towns … giving notable children, counting with notable sons and daughters … giving notable sons and daughters, counting intelligent teachers, wise doctors, practical lawyers and patriotic citizens … there are still some indigenous people who have not been able to abjure their ancient religious practices transmitted from generation to generation … On my return to the town I took reports about the people who love to collect archaeological objects; obtaining data, I went to the domains of Mr. Jesús Gomes and Mr. Emilio Alfaro, being able to convince me that they indeed possess and conserve with esteem, some archaeological jewels.24

			It was a contradiction: on the one hand, the members of the community seemed to continue with their pre-Hispanic atavism, with their ‘ancient religious practices handed down from generation to generation’, but, on the other, they were also ‘lovers of collecting archaeological objects’, a paradox that José de la Fuente noted in a 1942 report for the community of Teotitlán del Valle, located in the Zapotec area:

			The village is historic and Burgoa [Dominican historian of Oaxaca in the XVII century] mentions it as the place where the temple of the most important Zapotec priests of the region was located. The large slopes of the hill are terraced, and at the top there is a small mogote or pile of stones, archaeological, according to the locals, on which a cross was placed. There is abundant tepalcatería of various periods on all the terraces … the slopes are intensively cultivated, and the neighbours have found idolillos and vessels. It was not possible, however, to obtain some pieces and many of those found have been sold to American tourists … In the school, the teacher Aurelio López, a native of the place, put together a small collection of little heads and tepalcates, which he still keeps there.25

			Ethnographers, archaeologists and historians went to the communities and municipalities with the task of collecting, protecting and cataloguing heritage objects, perhaps ‘for the first time’. Many of them found that indigenous communities in the Oaxaca area were already doing that work. The first exploration reports of INAH show a variety of situations: many objects continued to have a sacred character and participated in different rituals; others had been completely decontextualised and served as farm implements or were displayed embedded in the walls of churches; still others continued to have the same practical use in the present as they had in the past, such as the colonial lienzos that, with their legal value, proved linkage to territory and ownership of land. The trade in ‘idolillos’ or ‘tepalcates’ (pre-Hispanic archaeological remains) was not uncommon, but neither was collecting prior to the arrival of the commissioners of the cultural institutions—the museum, we might say, before the museum.26 It is worth asking whether these collecting practices resulted from the colonial instructions of the eighteenth century or those that were made after independence to collect objects to send to Madrid, to the National Museum of Mexico, to private collections or, as in the case of Argentina, circulated thanks to the public school system, where teachers and pupils were instructed to collect.27 This possibility would speak not only of the survival of discontinued traditions but also of networks of data and object collection that penetrate to the farthest corners through the state or religious administrations.

			The results of a century of heritage construction processes in Mexico are clearly found in the present. A final case will illustrate the degree of influence that state cultural institutions have had in one of the most remote and marginalised territories in the entire Mexican Republic, the Sierra Mixe of Oaxaca. It is located north-west of the city of Oaxaca de Juárez. It is a mountainous country, with large forests and poor communication with the rest of the territories. This region is, at least in comparative terms, the one with the highest density indigenous population in the entire state of Oaxaca, which is the same as in all of Mexico and a good part of Latin America. The vast majority—96.3 per cent—of the population speaks an indigenous language, mainly Mixe. In a remote wasteland, there is the small municipality of San Juan Bosco Chuxnabán, whose indicators are devastating: the degree of monolingualism is close to 50 per cent (49.1 per cent), as is illiteracy (42.4 per cent), the latter being much more accentuated in women. Almost a quarter of the population does not attend school (21.4 per cent); another quarter suffers from severe malnutrition (25 per cent). Agriculture, mainly coffee, represents 96.07 per cent of the population’s occupation. More than a third of farmers (35 per cent) do not receive any salary for their work, and of those who do, a little less than half (45 per cent) do not earn the established minimum wage. In total, 80 per cent of the population in Chuxnabán lives on less than 45 pesos (approximately US$2) per day. Conflicts between communities, and with the army, are endemic in the region, with deaths, kidnappings and veritable pitched battles between neighbours being common.28

			To reach San Juan Bosco Chuxnabán from the city of Oaxaca requires a long journey over a steep and sometimes impassable dirt road. Far from any tourist circuit, even a commercial one, the Sierra Mixe is often avoided even by the inhabitants of the Central Valleys of Oaxaca. The arrival of any tourist or visitor, or the inclusion of the locality in any tourist circuit, is more than improbable. Yet, in San Juan Bosco, there is a museum: in 2011, the Määtsk Mëjy Nëë (Two Rivers, in the Mixe language) Community Museum was inaugurated in the town. The idea arose with the discovery in 2007 of a tomb, excavated by the INAH teams. It was the result of the museological debates that characterise current critical anthropology, post-processual archaeology and new museology, namely that ‘heritage should return to its rightful owners’: the indigenous communities. This demand was channelled by the Union of Community Museums of Oaxaca, which is dependent on INAH. Mexican community museums had emerged in the 1980s, derived from initiatives such as Casa del Museo or the Programa de Museos Escolares y Comunitarios. It was one of the results of the ‘new museology’ that dominated the round table organised by UNESCO in 1972 in Santiago de Chile entitled ‘the role of museums in Latin America’.29

			The objective of the museum in Chuxnabán was to safeguard and keep the pieces found there, mainly some formidable pre-Hispanic obsidian knives. The discovery of the tomb was, in itself, tragic. Several young people entered the burial mound and died from histoplasmosis due to contact with the foul air and bat droppings. The community notified INAH and numerous institutions participated in the excavation of the site and the construction of the museum: the Benito Juárez Autonomous University, the General Directorate of Popular Cultures and the Ministry of Cultures and Arts of Oaxaca. The community itself participated in its construction and maintenance through collective work. Finally, on 17 September 2011 it was inaugurated and became part of the network of community museums in Oaxaca. However, the museum, as happened in Paraná, Corrientes and Córdoba in 1900, receives no visitors. Holmberg, if alive, would pose the same questions: why build a museum in that place? What is its raison d’être if it does not expect visitors? Why does it exhibit pieces that will never be seen by anyone? How does one justify the enormous effort to erect and maintain a museum that will never be visited? One could argue (as, in fact, INAH–Oaxaca does) that the museum is for the community, to transmit the past and the history of the territory to its inhabitants, but how does one justify the effort and the cost in an area suffering from serious social deficiencies? Why build a museum where many houses still have dirt floors and where schooling is conspicuous by its absence? If among the indigenous communities there were early collectors who were interested in collecting and taking care of these objects, we would see the opposite: places where, strictly speaking, the state has not arrived, but the cultural institutions and tropes have.

			In conclusion, with these Mexican case studies we have attempted to show both the propensity for the proliferation of site museums throughout much of the country as well as the fragility and problems faced by many of the collections. Many of the new community museums have been developed with no involvement of the community, even when the community is invoked in their goals. As in the initiatives of the nineteenth century analysed in the previous section, they appear following international trends, left alone when the inaugural speech is pronounced in a destiny marked by abandon and, maybe, a return to dust.

			Concluding remarks

			This article has challenged the classical conception of museum collections as centralised and permanent, as conservation and heritage spaces, to promote the idea of collections as nodes in transitory networks of exchange and circulation. In Argentina our focus on primarily provincial or local places showed that, in the nineteenth century, the network logic of the objects’ circulation made each collection a point of exchange and dispersion of equal importance. Smaller, less well-known, ‘provincial’ collections and local museums were key transitory actors in the mobilisation of natural history/anthropological collections. In Mexico, our focus on a small community museum demonstrated the extent to which the establishment of museums responds to international trends rather than local needs.

			We argue that the history of museums and collecting practices, rather that the result of public policies or powerful national building processes, can be just an array of local and individual initiatives, marked by failure and/or success, their existence justified in front of the funding bodies that decide their fate, and by trends that lead to the creation of museums because ‘it has to be that way’. In that sense, museums and collections depend more on the international networks of providers in which they are embedded by the art of the collector/naturalist than on their role as state devices to discipline subjects or the request of local communities.30 In the case of nineteenth-century Argentina, the museum appears as an institution that survives against the indifference of governmental bodies.

			Museums, in particular those connected with natural history and human antiquity, emerged as places of knowledge connected with the material organisation of the disciplines that organised around the practices of collecting. It is true that museums, as place of knowledge, are connected to the attempts to order and classify the world, but the history of museums confronts the historian with the futility and transitory nature of those classifications and reference collections.

			The literature on museums has emphasised the centralisation and institutionalisation inherent in the process of collecting or, in the history of anthropology and natural sciences, developments that would have run parallel to the process of state building or even of colonialism. Following the dominant trend in museum studies, ‘collecting, ordering and governing’ seems to have been essential elements of the same process.31 In this article we suggest that collecting and the history of the museum is far from an exclusive history of domination, centralisation or institutionalisation, but, rather, a history marked by failure, weakness and individuals imposing their obsessions on states and/or patrons.

			To finish, we paraphrase the words used in a new exhibition in the Ethnographic Museum of Neuchâtel, Switzerland. This article sought to illustrate the theme of impermanence, tapping into museums’ own weakness, not only to conjure up their own history and resident phantoms, but also to unveil the stakes at play and enumerate the social practices that have been used throughout their development. Thus, museums can remind us that human beings, and the objects they trade, go through constant transformations; likewise, the views external spectators adopt on the former and the latter, respectively, can be expected to change, too.32
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			Interdisciplinarity as solidarity: Perspectives from archaeology

			James L. Flexner and Catherine J. Frieman

			Introduction: Malcontented communities

			The corporate university model is a failure … It’s time to reimagine universities as essential, democratic places which exist to serve the public good and which are accountable to staff and students, not executive management.1

			Twenty-first century academia increasingly resembles a Hobbesian ‘war of all against all’. Individual scholars constantly fight for positions, research funding and media attention while their universities fixate on rankings, rewards or recognition that can be lorded over peer institutions. Indeed, even within the same institution, schools or faculties can behave like rival factions in a gang,2 each competing with the others to gain prestige, advantage and often funding by playing the game they think the generously remunerated vice-chancellor and their underlings want them to play. Senator Mehreen Faruqi’s recent commentary, quoted above, was provoked by recent events and encapsulates a widely shared experience of the neoliberal university. The corporate imperative in contemporary universities entwines with a managerial commitment to a growth-above-all-things mindset. Outwardly, academia signals its virtue by fretting over climate change and equity issues. Internally, university managers are obsessed with continuous and apparently boundless growth as the divide between academic haves and have nots becomes wider and starker. In suggesting several, neither exhaustive nor exclusive, approaches that start to address these problems, we build our arguments upon existing critiques not only of universities,3 but also schooling4 and society more generally.5

			To borrow a term from ecological economics and political ecology, a ‘degrowth’ corrective to the institutional mindset is needed to make sure we can all live within planetary as well as institutional limitations.6 Put simply, endless growth has become neither sustainable nor desirable in the twenty-first century. We have an environmental, political, social and economic responsibility to rein in the highly unequal benefits (for a select few) and costs (to the rest of us) of global capitalist growth, slowing and eventually reversing these trajectories to create a world that is liveable, safe, just and enjoyable for all. Degrowth is about fundamentally rearranging political, economic, and social relationships around an ethics of commons, conviviality and care, including within academic institutions. Critically, degrowth replaces an institutional and societal tendency towards austerity with economic and social arrangements involving abundance, but an abundance that is not concentrated in the hands of sociopolitical elites.7 As Bataille noted in La Part Maudite, all societies have some kind of excess energy that must be sacrificed or spent (dépensé) in some way.8 Societies can choose to use the excess for communal, convivial experiences open to all, or they can do as we currently do, which is to direct the energy to unsustainable, unequal, inhuman, atomised, individualised consumption.9

			The larger degrowth project can include the work we do within our specific academic disciplines.10 However, we do not see a degrowth transition as simple or immediate, even if it were solely attempted within academic settings. In fact, the current system actively resists any such transformation. Before we can imagine any major changes to society, we must name capitalism as the destructive force it is and work towards dismantling it at the same time that everyone has to find ways to live within a financial reality and political system that supports it until things can change radically for the better.11 Critique is not enough. We also need to explore alternatives that bring potential futures into being in large and small ways, within the realms of everyday practice. While recognising the serious limitations set by our bourgeois professional setting, we still believe in academia as one of those spaces with some latitude for experimentation with different social and political arrangements in and beyond the classroom.12

			While we start from a hopeful perspective, we simultaneously want to acknowledge that the results of current academic obsessions with competition, prestige, metrics and rank are catastrophic. At the individual level, the constant struggle for stable employment, and the continuous surveillance and measurement of academic performance, even among those who obtain the vaunted tenured positions, has created a situation of spiralling mental illness and ongoing economic precarity for far too many.13 One symptom is the constant low-rolling acrimony between a cohort of ‘successful’ academics who believe that, in finding a more-or-less permanent academic perch and regular research funding, they have triumphed at a game of skill, and those faced with the reality that we are all effectively playing a game of chance. The annual addition of newly minted PhDs to a constantly shrinking job market simply exacerbates this tension. While some remain able to stack the odds in their favour, most of us recognise that there are simply too many talented, capable people clamouring for a small number of tenured academic positions that has not demonstrably grown since the 1970s.14 One result of this situation has been the increasing casualisation of academia. Rather than using the excess of talent to bolster and expand higher education and research, universities instead proliferate short-term contracts with minimal job security, stability or opportunity for advancement as a cost-cutting exercise. Universities continue to do this seemingly without concern for the ways casualisation harms individual career pathways, collective labour relations and public perception of academic institutions.15 Even among the lucky few in continuing roles, the chance of being able to pursue research to the level we would want is diminished by an ever-shrinking pool of grant and fellowship funding and continuously growing managerial and administrative demands.

			The deterioration of labour relations in academia is represented by apparently never-ending corporate bargaining and accompanying industrial disputes stemming from an internalised capitalist mindset among the managerial class that equates profitability (in nominally non-profit institutions) with success. The situation has been made worse by ongoing cuts to public funding of higher education, which have led institutions to continuously seek higher student numbers, particularly from overseas, to maintain growth.16 Large disciplines that attract high student numbers, such as economics (ironically, a discipline that is largely about internalising and entrenching capitalist principles), are assumed to be successful because they bring in money. Meanwhile administrators question the value of smaller, more specialised fields, such as classics or religious studies, even when those disciplines produce graduates skilled in essential technical knowledge and services that offer a social benefit (we discuss this in relation to archaeology below). Ham-fisted attempts by the previous Australian government to funnel more students towards STEM (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) disciplines by manipulating student fees nationally (also being examined as part of the current higher education review) have demonstrably not changed demand for HASS (humanities, arts and social science) degrees, something we predicted when the so-called Job-Ready package was introduced.17 Rather, the reforms simply saddle individual students with higher debt, and reduce diversity by making humanities disciplines inaccessible for people from disadvantaged backgrounds.

			Connell offers a salient critique of the current state of tertiary education, highlighting the contrasting values of collaborative, horizontal knowledge formation processes and the increasingly hierarchical structures of universities developed in line with neoliberal market ideologies.18 In the current academic realm, we are set at each other’s throats along too many axes and expected to treat the internal competition as laudatory. Solutions to these problems are extremely unlikely to come from government or managerial interference. Instead, what is needed is a sea change in day-to-day academic life, in which we replace relentless individual striving with a focus on collective action and collegial solutions to academic problems.

			STEM and HASS: An arbitrary division

			The ongoing debate about prioritising STEM over HASS remains salient in discussions of Australian academia, despite institutional attempts to span these divides.19 HASS v. STEM is not necessarily a new way of dividing up the totality of human knowledge,20 but one clearly inflamed by two decades of Australian government policy tilting the tables in favour of degrees and research that produce discoveries that can be monetised and workers with narrow technical skills.21 Government policy, the priorities of external as well as internal research funding (to add another current example, HASS disciplines had the lowest success rate in the 2023 round of Australian Research Council Future Fellowships)22 and public reporting of research via the media project the misguided idea that the truly important discoveries of our times will come from STEM, while HASS research consists of frivolities that will dwindle into irrelevance. Scientific advances can have worryingly dystopian implications that need to be tempered by humanities knowledge, from genetics to artificial intelligence.23 But, more importantly, the humanities themselves are critical to human and more-than-human futures regardless of affiliation with the sciences.24 The artificial and contrived competition between the disciplines has added an element of mutual suspicion that harms knowledge production. This is doubly ironic because we live in a society where both science and the humanities (indeed knowledge and expertise in general) are under threat.

			A related arbitrary and artificial distinction can be found in the line drawn between ‘pure’ and ‘applied’ research. While the former historically held a more prestigious position in the academy, the hierarchy between these two has been recently inverted by internal and external imperatives to engage with the public, do work with impact and produce deliverables that industry can turn into profit. The pure/applied research division, like the definition of ‘impact’, is fundamentally nebulous: pure research has often resulted in unexpected technical or economic developments, and applied research contributes directly to knowledge formation processes.25 Nor is this a new debate. The founder of the Institute for Advanced Studies at Princeton University demonstrated over 80 years ago that it is impossible to predict how ‘useful’ any advances in knowledge might become, and what disciplines they are likely to come from. Therefore, universities have an imperative to support all pursuits of new knowledge across the sciences as well as the humanities.26

			Connell describes research as ‘a social process, a collective undertaking that produces, not just individual sparks of genius, but an expanding, many-sided, and above all shared body of knowledge’.27 In a healthy knowledge ecosystem, the distinctions that structure our disciplines should be built around complementarity, exchange and mutual support. Clearly the way forward is to work together rather than digging into separate bunkers while the situation around us continues to deteriorate. To provide some concrete examples of interdisciplinary knowledge building as solidarity, we draw on our experiences in Australian, American and British institutions, in addition to being archaeologists who work directly in research teams that cross the boundaries between art and science, to suggest ways to radically rearrange the nature of humanities research and academia more broadly. Our research also involves collaboration between different universities as well as other organisations, from museums to genetics laboratories to heritage consultancies and beyond. While there is much to be critical of and indeed worried about in contemporary academia, including within archaeology, we argue that it is imperative to imagine a more collective and mutual aid–oriented environment for current and incoming generations of scholars.28 We see this as essential to the future not only of the humanities, but also of universities themselves. It is only through collective effort that we can reform institutions to be more equitable, kind, convivial and, indeed, excellent (to turn one piece of corporate euphemism against itself) as places to work and places to think.29

			Interdisciplinary, practice-based experiences in archaeology

			Archaeology would not necessarily be the first discipline of choice in which to prefigure anti-hierarchical collaboration in the humanities. Nor would we suggest it provides a ‘model’ for other disciplines to follow, whether HASS- or STEM-leaning. Rather, we offer our own disciplinary and professional experiences to examine where the more egalitarian potential lies, how it might be realised and what tensions remain in the field. As an initial problem stemming from disciplinary history, one foundational model for large-scale archaeological surveys and excavations was the military expedition.30 The project director served as a sort of ersatz ‘general’ overseeing lesser officers who were responsible for supervising the trenches and finds shed, who in turn oversaw numerous grunts (usually underpaid local labourers) doing the actual manual work of excavating deposits and scrubbing pottery. While some of our colleagues may hold onto that delusion, the field of archaeology has been radically transformed since the middle of the twentieth century, not least because of the efforts of feminist and Indigenous archaeologists.31 Expertise has been decentred from the director’s field notes, and rightly replaced in the excavator’s hands, be they those of a specialist, a student or a paid labourer.32

			In part, a transition to more egalitarian approaches within archaeological practice stems from the nature of knowledge within the discipline. Archaeology is by necessity the study of fragmented and incomplete evidence from the ancient as well as the more recent past. We deal in ambiguities, probabilities, hunches and half-truths, as well as facts and data.33 It is, therefore, a field ripe for argument and interpretation, all the way from the two field technicians arguing about whether the dark stain in the soil represents a posthole or a tree root, to the two professors arguing about the best theoretical model for a meta-analysis of thousands of sites. Archaeologists also tend to work in teams where expertise varies. We rely on highly specialised scientific analysis to provide fundamental information about the sites we study. From geomorphology to genetics to numeric dating techniques, complex and specialised analyses are increasingly crucial to our understanding of basic archaeological questions including ‘when’, ‘where’ and ‘who’. While most archaeologists can probably explain how and why the radiocarbon method works to provide a numeric date range for a given site, layer or object at a basic level, only a handful of specialists can take a burned twig that might be thousands of years old and launch its atoms through a particle accelerator to obtain a reliable, high-precision date.

			Knowledge of the specific contexts and materials of our discipline can be highly individualised. On an excavation, expertise about a particular trench or set of contexts—the layers of soil representing sequences of human activities at the site at some point in the past—rests with the excavators who directly observe and document them.34 At best, a project director can only take an overview approach to what is happening around the site, which means they rely on this kind of hyper-localised knowledge to understand the contexts and materials emerging around them. Likewise, the person who analysed a specific assemblage of bones, stone tools or potsherds develops an intimate relationship with those objects. This expertise constitutes an equally localised reordering of hierarchy, such that a professor with decades of experience might come to ask a student about their unique knowledge concerning a particular box of old things.

			Archaeological fieldwork is another setting that creates challenges to established hierarchies and patterns of disciplinary difference. The notion of research in the field is perceived as a representative trait in the discipline, with people in and out of archaeology taking the term fieldwork to mean digging.35 Excavations are invariably carried out by teams of some kind, usually including academics from multiple institutions as well as students, community members and other specialists, all of whom work together to achieve a given season’s fieldwork goals. Although often romanticised as an egalitarian space, the relaxation of norms characteristic of fieldwork can be harmful. Field expeditions in archaeology, palaeontology and related disciplines are known to be rife with all kinds of problems, including racism, sexism, ableism, substance abuse and harassment.36 Nonetheless, we need not accept these as inevitable or irredeemable flaws in the field. Instead, we should look to examples of Indigenous-led, collaborative and feminist approaches to fieldwork as models of good practice to be emulated and expanded upon.37

			More broadly, archaeology by its nature is about the land and about ancestral things. As a result, it is a discipline of fascination in some contexts, sometimes contentious engagements with marginalised people in others, and sometimes both things at the same time. There is an extensive literature covering archaeologies described as Indigenous, postcolonial, activist, public and community that attempts to deal with this kind of interaction.38 For the purposes of this paper, the point is that these kinds of relationships often require archaeologists to relinquish some of their authority, particularly within localised spaces where our academic expertise might be put to the side to defer to local chiefs, elders or knowledge-keepers.39

			Archaeologists often directly articulate with an industry that translates from academic study to commercial employment with little friction. Most of the archaeological work that happens globally takes place not in academic contexts, but under the generalised heading of ‘contract archaeology’, in which a developer or government institution hires one or more private professional archaeology companies to do legally mandated survey and excavation ahead of an activity that disturbs the environment, typically construction or mining.40 Here, too, the boundary is permeable, as contractors often draw directly on academic expertise to complete their work, and many academics work across the university-contract divide to support their academic careers or make ends meet. In the US, the cultural resource management industry (as contract archaeology is called there) is set to grow by nearly US$2 billion in the next decade, with attendant demand for graduates, particularly those with advanced degrees.41 A similar pattern of growth and demand for qualified graduates is likely for places like Australia and Europe.

			Rather than seeing this statistical prediction as a justification for runaway pursuit of profit, the high demand for cultural heritage experts should be leveraged towards reforms of the unequal and unsustainable elements of archaeology. There are well-documented patterns of worker exploitation, burnout, underpayment and unreasonable managerial demands, not to mention a ‘disaster capitalism’ approach to relationships with Indigenous people in commercial archaeology.42 It is beyond time for a fundamental rearrangement of archaeological practice to match current ethical principles and community expectations. An ideological commitment to equating profits and growth with success can be named as a root cause of these problems. Rather than thinking of how much money can be made, we should be asking how archaeology can provide a counter-mechanism to the mass destruction capitalism has caused and continues to cause across environment and society by contributing to the growth of public commons, convivial human experiences and greater care both for people and heritage.43

			In many places, including Australia, the perceived divide between ‘contract’ and ‘academic’ archaeology has produced another unfortunate and unnecessary rift. From the perspective of consulting or contract archaeologists, the academics are overly theoretical and impractical, spending most of their time in the classroom and library. Many academics see contract archaeology as a lesser pathway through the discipline, having internalised the ideological position, usually established during postgraduate study, that the highest career aspiration possible is a tenured position at a research university. In practice, this split is artificial, counterproductive and a product of a false sense of competition. In reality, archaeology needs a healthy industry to provide an economically feasible career path for graduates. As noted above, on the one hand, we want to work towards a reversal of capitalism’s patterns; on the other, we do not want to encourage our students towards a life of debt and permanent precarity. Meanwhile, industry needs strong academic archaeology departments to produce new generations of practitioners with the most current knowledge in their intellectual toolkits. Many academics in practice do have productive working relationships with consultants who themselves are prominent researchers in the field.44 Nor is it enough to say the contract archaeologists are the data gatherers while the academics provide theory and big ideas.45 In successful instances, partnerships between industry and academia create opportunities that would not otherwise exist to build pathbreaking knowledge by leveraging the resources of both institutional forms, the heritage consultancy and the academic department.46

			While incompletely realised, these kinds of arrangements set the stage for reconstructing a discipline that values collaboration, collegiality, conviviality and care.47 Many of our most joyful professional experiences as archaeologists come from practice-based research and teaching that engages with students, other archaeology colleagues and colleagues from other disciplines across the field, laboratory, seminar hall and classroom. They are also among our most productive in the orthodox sense, as these interactions spur the next publications, theoretical innovations and further collaborative research.

			And yet, our institutions—both tangible and abstract—seem arranged to militate against collaboration to the point that we, at times, cannot help but feel we are being discouraged from reaching out to do this generative work. The endless string of memoranda of understanding and multi-institution agreements that are necessary exoskeletons to our collaborations create friction in our interpersonal and inter-institutional relationships. We have both met, at various times, the subtle insinuation that bringing in a colleague from another university (let alone a collaborator without a university affiliation or one from another country!) to work on a top tier grant or publication is somehow an act of treason or a suspicious expenditure. Excessive, profit-oriented, anti-collegial managerialism can wear down the collaborative instinct while creating barriers to the free flow of knowledge.

			Still, we carry on because the results are worth it. An appeal, then, to universities and to our colleagues: don’t buy into the Hobbesian mandate. No scholar is an island unto themself. All our knowledge—from history to literature to sociology to economics to chemistry to particle physics—emerges from our collective intellectual endeavours. This is particularly visible in disciplines like archaeology that require collaboration that spans HASS and STEM; that work across scholarly institutions with their different expertise, equipment and facilities; that connect to partners in industry, such as museums and heritage consultancies; and that are embedded in communities of various kinds. Rather than throwing up roadblocks, universities should be lowering the drawbridge to encourage these kinds of collaborations. A university is not contained within its walls but emergent from its relationships.

			From monastery to craft workshop

			The stereotypical architectonic arrangement of most HASS academic office spaces is a throwback to monastic traditions of individual self-reflection and pursuit of textualised knowledge.48 Individual scholars, from postdocs to professors, sit behind closed doors pursuing the absolute boundaries of esoteric and specialised fields. While these kinds of quiet and contemplative spaces are necessary for the careful introspection that underlies knowledge creation, they should not be taken as a metaphor for the whole of the knowledge production ecosystem.

			In the STEM disciplines (again, stereotypically), laboratories abound. Research teams spend their time together, discussing ideas in formal as well as informal engagements that result in a bubbly atmosphere of knowledge building within collective spaces.49 Similar processes obviously happen across HASS disciplines as well, but, for some reason, form has not generally followed function. Thus, on many campuses, the default has been to decamp to the nearest cafe for the kind of discursive conviviality that drives new ideas forward.

			With the periodic closure of many Australian university campuses during 2020–22, research basically moved to the home, exacerbating the fragmentation of knowledge and of relationships in academia. While some new opportunities emerged through the various online platforms to which scholars have all become accustomed, the pandemic probably reinforced for many the idea that we are on our own when it comes to surviving and thriving in academia. Certainly, the wave of department closures, change management plans and voluntary redundancies that took place, starting in 2020, did little to create a sense of solidarity among the academic community.50

			With COVID as a moment of rupture destabilising old patterns and habits, we argue that now is the time to renegotiate our space—real and conceptual—with a better future in mind. The collaborations and conviviality that spur work across the HASS fields must be promoted and the individualising tendencies reduced or relegated. Individual effort and expertise are valuable and necessary, and sole-authored works—from monographs to sculptures—are rightly celebrated. However, for far too long the emphasis on ‘lone genius’ theorists or public intellectuals in the humanities has set the trend for the rest of us to follow. A sustainable and joyful future in the humanities requires formal team-oriented collaborations as well as informal liaising, networking, conversing and knowledge-building activities.

			Plenty of examples of successful collaborative interdisciplinary works, centres, labs or hubs involving humanities scholars exist across Australian universities.51 However, too many of these projects continue to privilege particular scholars and types of scholarship over others. Too often, academia reinforces established hierarchies by distinguishing the already distinguished via biased notions of established ‘track record’.52 Knowledge should be permeable, welcoming and open to expertise no matter the expert’s background. Depth of knowledge in specific disciplines and sub-specialties is important. So is lateral thinking. So is the value of outsider questions, both the ones that might be asked of our expertise, and the ones we might ask when we step outside of our disciplinary comfort zones. We need more shared social spaces, either conceptual or physical, in which to hammer out the kinds of ideas that matter for our times, from living through climate change and mass extinction53 to community-led research,54 degrowth scholarship55 and questions of innovation and continuity56 among many others. By being expansive in our definition of expert, we strike a balance between the individual efforts prized by much HASS scholarship and the collective work of knowledge creation writ large.

			Making universities into radical spaces

			Many humanities academics, and indeed many people outside of academia, love to believe the professoriate exists to express radical ideas and challenge the existing social order. Yet analysing the social structure of any university reveals a deeply conservative, starkly unequal and firmly entrenched hierarchy, with severely limited and circumscribed mechanisms for dissent or transformation.57 The contradictions between what universities seem to say they want to do (be a force for good in the world) and what they do (pursue growth, rankings, prestige and the financial benefits that flow from these things) will never be resolved in a meaningful way from on high. Those of us in the humanities who tend to work in interdisciplinary teams, in partnership with other universities, spanning the HASS–STEM and academia–industry divides, should be leading the charge towards something different. As archaeologists who work in collaborative teams by default, we are aware of the ways that the individualised and antagonistic nature of academic careerism and institutional competition can frustrate, limit or even negate the best of intentions for collegiality.

			Current arrangements of academic competitiveness and austerity are not only damaging to research, but also are based on flawed premises. Lack of funding for humanities as well as sciences is often asserted but rarely demonstrated by universities, aside from the well-known fact that the Australian government funds research at the lowest level of any OECD country.58 Decisions to underfund research come not from an environment of baseline scarcity but result from the appalling and perversely unequal ways that economic resources are distributed under capitalism.

			The HASS–STEM dispute we describe above is just one symptom of the manufactured internal and external competition of academia. There is great potential for a dépense that redistributes Australia’s immense wealth to benefit not only research and researchers but also society writ large. If the situation of mass academic precarity was invented, it can also be rejected and replaced with something better. There needs to be a renewal of the social contract in academia, and a re-evaluation of the broader social order. Transformation is unlikely to occur wholesale or overnight; however, like most things worth pursuing, we believe these kinds of changes merit the difficult conversations and hard work they will require.

			We have provided some examples of interdisciplinary collaboration from within archaeology, with the hope that some of the concepts and structures can be adapted to other areas. As noted, we do not believe we come from a ‘model’ or ‘best’ discipline. We recognise many other possibilities within the beautiful diversity of academic and non-academic ways of knowing. Nonetheless, we think archaeology presents several keys to successful collaboration in the future of the humanities, including flexibility with disciplinary norms and boundaries; willingness to look outside of academia for partnerships; working in consensus-based teams with earned but not arbitrary authority; de-emphasising individual productivity and performance in favour of a more collaborative understanding of knowledge production; and reorienting our institutions towards an ethos that includes space for conviviality, care and radical experimentation with different ways of working together. Knowledge does not spring fully grown out of the minds of single individuals. It emerges through a slow process of study, discussion, experimentation, disagreement and cooperation. The university sector in Australia feels particularly parlous now, ready to topple into ruins with the slightest change in policy or priority. The scholars and students, whose knowledge and efforts built it up, feel the brunt of this precarity. Instead of building yet more buttresses for a collapsing edifice, maybe it is time to embrace the ruins and build something better in their place.
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			Reflections on new historical interpretations at the National Stadium, Santiago, Chile

			Marivic Wyndham and Peter Read

			I will tell my son that all the fires, all the pain, will be meaningless, if he will not transmit our story to others, to his friends, and one day to his own children.1

			The words of Elie Wiesel that form our epigraph seize the moment when the memories of victims of state violence, however violent and traumatic, are reinterpreted by succeeding generations. Our article traces how this has occurred in Chile since the dictatorship. We begin with the proposition that every new generation will, and must, form its own view of its own history. But, we ask—at what cost? Are Wiesel’s pain and the fires to be meaningless? Should history be a negotiable commodity to suit current purposes? We consider some changing interpretations at several sites of detention, torture and extermination in Santiago to ask whether such rewriting of history to suit educative or other purposes really is useful. Finally, we consider more closely the memorials at the National Stadium, where the passionate words of the victims—now known as ‘survivors’—are almost completely avoided by younger guides intent on imparting their own interpretative message.

			Between 2007 and 2022, the authors annually returned to Santiago, Chile, to track the memorialisation of a site of torture, detention and extermination known locally, after the street in which it is situated, as Loyola. The precinct was a former air force maintenance depot, occupied during the Pinochet dictatorship by the state security service. Details were imprecise as to who had been detained, or when, or what had happened to them, but matters seemed resolved at an impressive ceremony in September 2012 in which, before a large crowd, a memorial was unveiled containing 17 names painted on a stone tablet, five of which were in red. Its invocation read:

			Nothing is Forgotten

			Nothing is Forgiven

			Justice and Punishment

			The clear implication was that each of those named had been incarcerated within the depot and the five in red had been politically executed.

			The following year we were surprised to discover that the memorial was no longer in its honoured place near the precinct entrance. Where was it? We found it propped some 50 metres away against a wall in an obscure section of the repair yard. The following year it was lying on its back in an abandoned vegetable garden. The following year it was in two halves at right angles to each other, the paintwork almost illegible. In 2018, it had gone altogether. We asked the leader of the Loyola community that now occupied the site what had happened to it? ‘Oh we just threw it away.’2

			It transpired that the 12 persons whose names were inscribed in black had been killed by troops trying to quell demonstrations in the early 1980s in the surrounding district known as Quinta Normal. Their deaths had nothing to do with the site itself. The five names in red were members of the Frente Patriótico Manuel Rodriguez, an ultra-leftist group who had been apprehended and politically executed after the failed assassination of Pinochet in 1986. In 1987 their bodies may have been loaded into a helicopter from the Loyola base to be dropped into the sea. Julieta Varas, Frente member and the memorial’s sponsor, had, it seemed, foisted the memorial on the Loyola community, attracted the publicity, worked the press, supervised its unspecific title and allowed the spectators to draw their own conclusions as to what had happened within the air force depot during the Pinochet years.3 The dismal trajectory of the monument, insignificant enough in the terrible history of the Chilean dictatorship, demonstrates how easily memorialisation can be bent to the demands or manipulations of minorities and how unstable can be the intergenerational perceptions of state violence.

			In the past four decades since a ‘No’ plebiscite removed Pinochet from the presidency in 1988, Chileans’ interpretation of the past has regularly collided with uncompromising ideologies: a bronze plaque to the memory of the famous entertainer and cultural critic Victor Jara was levered, by persons unknown, off the wall of the Victor Jara Stadium in which he was murdered by soldiers in 1973. It has never been replaced for fear the same thing will happen. Another deadly nexus lies between the private experiences of the survivors and the public purposes to which the state wishes to put those experiences. At Loyola, the Chilean state did not involve itself, but at the detention centre Villa Grimaldi, where more political disappearances took place during the dictatorship than anywhere else in Chile, many survivors insisted that the horrors they had endured should be allowed their own validity. Echoing the point of Wiesel’s epigraph cited above, they specifically did not want their experiences homogenised or neutralised as a springboard of nation building and reconciliation. Alarmed at President Bachelet’s announcement in 2015 of the construction of a national museum of memory and human rights, the survivor Osvaldo Torres argued passionately:

			[A] museum of memory and human rights is of a different nature. The memory is ours, the testimonies are ours … In this sense [our memories are] not a museum of the republic setting out epic lectures on the construction of representative democracy, but rather a piece of history which contains unshakeable truths and various interpretations.4

			The driving principle of the museum turned out to be exactly as Osvaldo had feared. Its stated purpose was, and is, to make known the:

			systemic violations of human rights … so that ethical reflection about memory, solidarity and the importance of national human rights will be strengthened so that Never Again will these attacks on human dignity be repeated.5

			The questions, resolved apparently without qualms by the young curators at Santiago’s Sites of Conscience, are these: How much do young people need to know about past events, and what should they do with that knowledge? What is the desired balance between historical knowledge and nation building? Does the more of one imply the less of the other? Today’s guides at Villa Grimaldi seem to hold no doubts. They choose to avoid the worst instances of human cruelty and degradation when instructing groups of school children. They deliberately reduce deeds of infamy to generalities like: ‘it is here that men and women were kept at night’, ‘it was here that those tortured most harshly were kept crouched in these tiny wooden cells’. The instructors, before a class of secondary students, proceed to sidestep history by asking: ‘What can be learned of these experiences?’ ‘Can you think of an instance in your own life when someone’s human rights were violated? What should you have done about it?’ These guides, still mostly in their twenties, exemplify the widening dissent between Chilean generations.

			Tensions between those who suffered under Pinochet and those born later began at least 20 years ago, when political centrist and leftist opinions were united in the need for educating the young. It seemed that young people sometimes wondered what the struggle had been about, since Allende and Pinochet could both seem to represent aberrations in their nation’s otherwise stable democracy. Another indication of such intergenerational dissent occurred at another Santiago Site of Conscience, José Domingo Cañas. In about 2002, one or more victims of the dictatorship entered the precinct to blaze on the perimeter:

			Here were committed the

			Most ferocious violations

			Of human dignity

			For this reason we demand

			JUSTICE AND PUNISHMENT

			This was one of the strongest victim denunciations of the dictatorship in the whole of Chile; however, 15 years later, during which the corporation’s founder had written a series of books listing every known atrocity that had occurred within the walls,6 a younger group of collective members became the dominant voice and adopted the opposite position. The new agenda was to ‘carry out the construction of a society in which justice and respect for human rights comes first thus linked to the new generations of young people in Chile’. And, in the only use of capitals in the entire Domingo Cañas website, to ‘Train and educate people in memory and NOT IN HORROR.’7 The passionate message beginning ‘Here were committed’ is now partially obscured by an electricity meter. Nobody in the corporation today seems disturbed by this.

			Commemorate or educate?

			Remember the past or prepare for the future? Any memorial plaque, plinth or sculpture is meant to link a supposed history to a supposed shared cultural heritage and a collective identity, but nowhere are these questions more apposite than on public memorials to state violence that has divided and traumatised so many nations.

			Through their public memorialisation, former protagonists and the state strive to retrieve their own history. They may be in concert, more likely they will not be, but each will seek to validate, make known and have their experience acknowledged by others while implicitly contesting the interpretations of others.8 Yet, months or years later, as we have seen, the words inscribed on monuments may well coalesce and freeze, an eternal reminder and embarrassment to the generations that follow.

			A strong strand of theoretical discussion holds that the mere recital of terrible events may not do much to discourage their repetition. ‘Memory and history’, as Pierre Nora famously put it, ‘now appear to be in fundamental opposition. Memory is life, borne by living societies … history is a representation of the past.’9 The casual destruction of the Loyola plaque and our other examples of Chilean radical reinterpretation reinforce the speculation of David Rieff, invoking the oft-cited example of protagonists of the 1992 Bosnia war alluding to the fall of Constantinople in 1453, that state governments would do well to discourage public memorialisation of any sort. It has led, he argues:

			far too often to war rather than peace, to rancour and resentment rather than reconciliation, and the determination to exact revenge for injuries both real and imagined, rather than to commit to the hard work of forgiveness.10

			Setting aside the seemingly unstoppable human disposition to create conflict out of not very much, Rieff may have a point, especially in nations like Zimbabwe, where it is claimed that the state:

			under the guise of state rituals and public memorialisation of past events, has come to dominate the public arena filling the fluid space which exists between memory and history with a disturbing asphalt-like cover of enduring cement.11

			Curators of the Jewish Holocaust Museum in Sydney seem to assume that history-as-knowledge alone will be sufficient to impel later generations to right action. Its stated purpose is to:

			Commemorate the lives of the six million Jews murdered by the Nazis and their collaborators, honour the Survivors and pay tribute to the Righteous Among the Nations. Ensure through education, academic research and the display of artefacts and memorabilia, that the Holocaust and its uniqueness in history is never forgotten and that it is recognised as a crime against humanity with contemporary and universal significance.12

			Does the contemporary significance of past state violence really flow so predictably from historical knowledge to right action? The International Coalition of Sites of Conscience is less optimistic. Its charter is twofold: to recognise historic sites that ‘activate the power of places of memory to engage the public with a deeper understanding of the past and inspire action to shape a just future’.13 The public memorialisation of victims of the Pinochet dictatorship at the National Stadium in Santiago that we now consider indicates that a mere recital of suffering by the survivors, however horrific, cannot be trusted by the next generation to be the principal lever of societal reform. Here the contemporary interpreters assume a highly activist role that directs action, discourages historians from interfering in site interpretation and consigns memory to the archives.

			We now focus on the best known of all the detention and torture sites associated with the Pinochet dictatorship, the National Stadium in Santiago. Most of those held were members of left political parties, while others were apprehended simply by their humble appearance or picked up casually in street patrols. For some six months after September 1973 many hundreds of these detained men and women were rammed into its changing rooms by night and paraded into the spectator seating by day. Their appearance in the arena formed the best known and most iconic photographs of the Pinochet regime. An unknown number were politically executed within the grounds of the stadium itself; most were beaten by soldiers, many hundreds were tortured.

			Exactly how these events should be memorialised, if at all, is an issue that has beset every Chilean government since the transition to democracy in 1990. Thirty-five years of nervous indecision by moderate or centre-left governments passed before the turning point. This was the scheduled hosting of the 2014 South American Games in the National Stadium that caused President Piñera’s centre-right government to conclude that it would have to be seen to be active in memorialising the nation’s most iconic concentration camp. The stadium itself, a vast precinct offering facilities for every major sport, would logically become Piñera’s principal national memorial to all the victims of the dictatorship. A prominent sign would declare that this was to be the last site in the country to be formally memorialised:

			National Stadium

			National monument

			The plaque’s definitive brevity implied finally that it was here, of all of Chile’s Sites of Conscience, that the memorialisation of the human rights violations under Pinochet were to be finally focused and encapsulated. Hereafter, official state-sponsored memorialisation was to be concluded.

			The pronouncement in 2013 coincided with finalisation of a plan developed over seven years by the Association of Prisoners of the National Stadium (Agrupación de Prisioneros y Prisioneras del Estadio Nacional) led by Ms Wally Kunstmann. The Kunstmann plan, presented to the Department of Sport for approval and funding, was to be a journey of discovery. Everyone entering the stadium, for whatever purpose, would pass through a single gate, notice the restored changing room where the female prisoners had been held, read a large plaque of explanation and reflect on the past before a pool of remembrance. A wide path in coloured concrete would sweep survivors, visitors and soccer fans alike, 40 metres to the main stadium itself. At this point, sports fans would enter the stands, while others following the history of the dictatorship would separate to the areas below the seating. Most of these might pass through Escotilla 8 (entrance gateway 8) on whose walls a number of prisoners in September 1973 had inscribed names or messages; then they were to proceed to a changing room under the seating of the stadium above. After inspecting the abandoned and desolate spaces and the bathrooms now coated with three decades of dust, visitors would then visit the principal ‘detainee’ entrance, before processing up the ‘Via Dolorosa’, the track up which detainees were frog-marched to the velodrome. They would then view the tunnel leading to the cycle track in which, it was rumoured, detainees were either shot or subjected to mock execution.

			The visitors’ ultimate site was scheduled to be the dreaded changing room adjacent to the velodrome, known as el Caracol. In this small concrete structure, once the changing room for the adjacent velodrome, were enacted almost all the tortures carried out within the stadium precinct. Frequently after electrical torture, victims had to be dragged back to the main stadium by soldiers.14

			At this endpoint of the tour, it would be here that the worst excesses of the dictatorship would be explained. Clearly Kunstmann thought of el Caracol not only as the endpoint of the tour but also as the emotional centre of the stadium atrocities, rather like Mandela’s cell on Robben Island, the crematorium at Teresienstadt or the Gestapo prison cell in Katovice, Poland, made a focus of Górecki’s Symphony of Sorrowful Songs. Kunstmann held no doubt that the generation of stadium survivors dreaded el Caracol. Carmen Luz Parot dwelt on the experiences of its survivors in her famous documentary, Estadio Nacional, including that of the journalist known as El Gato who was taken for torture there seven times. Much commentary about the site has invoked Arendt’s phrase ‘the banality of evil’, especially after a survivor recalled his torturer remarking to his companion: ‘We’d better make this quick, I have to take my wife to see “The Godfather” tonight.’15

			Such was the journey for the detainees beginning, on arrival at the stadium, with roughing up, terror, gunfire and shouting and ending at el Caracol, in torture; and, for the visitor, a three-hour expedition from an initial curiosity through trepidation to fear, ending, at el Caracol, in terror.

			Such was the Kunstmann plan. But who was to write the memorial plaques through which the key information was to be conveyed? What were they to say? It is our contention, developed in our monograph on the memorialisation of Santiago’s Sites of Conscience, that if full democracy had not completely returned to Chile by 2012, then state bureaucrats certainly had. The majority were administrative and well-educated, middle-class survivors of the dictatorship, many of whom, in the second decade of the twenty-first century, were working for powerful areas of government, like the Department of Sport. They were tertiary educated survivors, knowledgeable in lobbying, experienced in working the system and strong in friendships in the right places. As their cruellest nightmares passed, these highly articulate survivors were already writing their experiences into documentaries, autobiographies, histories and poetry. They well understood that both the public and the state’s impulse to memorialise the atrocities that they had endured had almost run their course. They knew that whatever they wrote on the plaques of the National Stadium would be their last chance to interpret their own history. Subsequent generations could not follow them with the same legitimacy or intensity. Accustomed to rhetoric, the evocative, literary wording of plaques at the National Stadium would fall easily from their pens; less preoccupied with daily issues of food and shelter, they were more able to focus their energies on memorialisation than those from working-class districts. What they would inscribe on their memorials at the National Stadium would be their last chance to interpret their own history, and they knew it. It was they, especially the women, who would write the texts to define their experience at the stadium.

			On an imposing metal plate mounted on an eye-level plinth, the women began their mordant and passionate testament to later generations of Chileans:

			Here in this former swimming pool’s changing room was the place where hundreds of women suffered the brutal repression of the military coup.

			It was here in this sombre place where the dream of thousands of Chileans and those from overseas was interrupted by political detention, the horror of torture and death.

			Through these walls, curling up round each other against the sneers, hundreds of women, housewives, students, workers and professional women paid in pain and blood for their decision to be part of the construction of a more just and decent new nation for all.

			Here inside, through these walls and beneath the claws of the gaolers, daughters, sisters and mothers were the first women in Chile to endure the beginning of a long and dark night of cowardice.

			Yet it was also here that the pain wove the unbreakable net of fraternity which gave the prisoners mutual protection against terror, and cared with their lives for their pregnant comrades, for outside these walls tomorrow, it is certain that life will continue and fulfil their hopes.

			In memory of all those who suffered within its walls and those who hoped, in the darkness, to see the light of justice and liberty.

			Regional Metropolitan Association for Men and Women Prisoners and Political Prisoners16

			Nothing was left to the visitors’ imagination. Inside the adjacent women’s memorial—the former swimming pool changing room—Teresa Anativia López wrote:

			We kept guard over a piece of soap for our comrades who had been raped, offering care and caresses, especially when they woke up at night screaming with nausea and vomit.

			In the permanent plaque installed in front of the changing room, detainees were regularly described as ‘prisoners of war’. The former detainee Roland Carrasco invoked the smell, sound as well as vision of:

			The Stadium, barracks and prison, where artillery points at the entrances of the sporting complex. The (military) patrols tramp on the pavement of the interior paths allowing the echo of orders, greased metal sounds, shouts and discharge of rifles and heavy machine guns. The gunpowder stinging in the nostrils paralyses the prisoners’ hearts in the cells like Gate 8. The three long-haired teens were taken away with their heads covered under a blanket and they never returned to be healed [by fellow prisoners] at the gate. Neither did the two workers in Dressing-room 4 taken off to interrogation in the frightful Velodrome. Many years later, we understood that their relatives found their mortal remains.

			Five hundred metres away, at the endpoint of the Kunstmann journey, the urgent narratives last seen at the other end of the stadium began again:

			It was in this place that el Caracol, by chance constructed in the shape of a snail, was chosen by the Armed Forces to commit the most shameful atrocities …

			For a few seconds, imagine raucous military marches filling the air in a vain attempt to disguise the sharp bark of rifles and the deadly thudding of the machineguns and the terrified cries of the victims …

			The truth of these facts disclosed here must prevail and with that truth the recovery of the dignity of the victims. Night will pass into a day in which the new generations, mindful of the recent history, will never repeat such terrible deeds.

			Kunstmann’s ambitious plan assumed that the government, once its trepidation over a further military coup had passed, would fund it. Very little of that has actually happened. El Caracol is not the last destination of the standard tours, the visitors don’t go there at all! For reasons said merely to be of convenience, the secondary and tertiary students who form the great majority of stadium visitors do not venture past the spectator benches where they hold their last discussion on what they have learned. We argue that it is no accident, for reasons we now explore, that apart from the searing signage completed in 2015 for very little cost, everything in the last phase of the Kunstmann plan has been ignored.

			First, it seems clear at last that the powerful and well-funded Department of Sport probably never intended to do more than construct the entrance precinct of the women’s prison, the memorial pool and the signage. The rest could be completed by drip feeding through the underfunded Council of Historic Monuments and international benefactors—if they could be found. Kunstmann, who in 2020 was serving her last year as volunteer leader of the Agrupación, was tired and disillusioned. Her plan had stalled. The Department of Sport refused to answer her letters. The only regular government funding her corporation received was for education through guided tours.17

			The second and more significant reason is that the younger generation of guides do not wish their student visitors to enter either the velodrome or el Caracol. A tour that the authors joined in 2018 was led by Gonzalo.18 Explaining his terminology, he at once distinguished between the ‘inevitable preoccupations of the past and the present’. While previously the incarcerated had been referred to as victims, heroes, militants or activists, he, like all the stadium guides, he explained, now used the terms ‘prisoners of war’ and ‘survivors’. At the Pool of Remembrance, he pointed out the words, ‘Estuviste Aquí’, ‘You were here’, no invocation of terror but rather implying ‘(Since) You’re here now. What are you going to do about it?’ The history of the Cold War and the role of the superpowers had little relevance in this interpretation; by implication, the gold standard of government was the Socialist President Allende’s ‘Popular Unity Party’, so wrongly destroyed. By contrast Pinochet, he related, regarded the radical left generally as ‘enemies of the state’.

			Gonzalez’s larger question was: ‘How do we, who are present here, resolve it?’ ‘We’re all young Chileans: what we need now is social mobilisation, a resignification of the events, an adoption of a new ethic of moral living’. Concluding this lengthy introduction, Gonzalo ‘did not intend to recite a pedagogy of violence’, rather, he would emphasise ‘virtue’. The stopping places on the tour were not to be understood as ‘static memory sites, but invitations to reflection and social mobilisation’. His information would be ‘good news’ stories.

			The young Chileans shuffled forward, having no idea how radically different was this interpretation of their nation’s history from what they would have heard only five years earlier. Gonzalo led with ‘good news stories’. Rather than invoking the terror of being identified by an informer or relating the brutality of the daily interrogations, he cited an officer who tried to compensate for the stadium violence, a soldier who offered surreptitious cigarettes to the prisoners of war, the Swedish ambassador who allowed refugees to shelter in his embassy in defiance of the military.19 Notice how the women, he continued, seemingly so fragile, turned to each other to form a carapace of protective sisterhood, a living room inside the swimming pool changing room doubling as a prison; they even picked flowers to decorate it. ‘We didn’t try to escape’, they said, ‘we’re women, not soldiers’. He continued, somewhat perversely: ‘The direction we want to encourage is the detainees’ example of not dwelling on the horrors but their solidarity.’ This was the voice of the post-violence generation using historical narration for its own ethical purpose.

			In 2019, a second earnest young man, Moises, conducted Wyndham on another tour but without the students. The young people’s tours, he explained, were now even shorter. They bypassed the searing entry signage that the female prisoners had produced in their own words because ‘it takes too long to read them’. Introductions to the dictatorship now take place at the memorial pool and proceed directly through Escotilla 8 to a changing area under the stadium seating. The journey is not a walking tour but a ‘ruta intervenida’. Guides do not allow any independent wandering about reading signs or looking at photographs, no, this is a tour to be interrupted only by Moises.20 

			The visitors proceed directly to the restored changing room known as Escotilla 8, whose interpretation is largely financed, in the conspicuous absence of government support, by the Spanish Building and Heritage Restoration company KALAM and opened in 2018.21 In an astonishing contrast to the words inscribed on the entrance plaque, as well as dozens of oral and written histories, survivors here actually celebrate their experience:

			Here was lost all pride, here was born generosity; we became better friends, here we shared our secrets. If I stumbled, several helping hands would cheer me up. All of us were as one. The day came when they asked me my birthday (the ninth of October), and soon everyone in the camarín [changing room] began to sing Happy Birthday with two hallullas (Chilean celebratory bread) with a lighted match in each one. It was the most delicious birthday cake in my entire life.22

			It is a fine, fully professional, and costly display whose signage, perhaps, carries a hint, if not of victimhood, then of the resigned pathos that the plaque writers of 2014 were so determined to put behind them. On each side of the space, perspex screens carry inscriptions as touchingly poetic as those now unread in the women’s changing rooms, but without the fury: ‘When I left the Stadium, some children ran towards me. I did not recognise them. They were my daughters’.23 And: ‘I used to gaze at the night sky, thinking that beneath that vast blue motionless sky, my children were sleeping far away.’24 The raw violence and terror that characterised the first few weeks of imprisonment after the coup are drained in the apparent belief and assumption that one does not need to know any more than that which is imparted by the guide to get visitors to ‘get themselves to a different place’.

			The students now proceed to the stadium seating outside for concluding discussions. ‘What would you do if you saw someone being bullied?’ ‘How can we ensure, through resistance, that these things never occur again?’ A huge sign above the bleachers reads: ‘Un pueblo sin memoria es un pueblo sin futuro’ (A people without memory is a people without a future’). But there is very little memory being imparted here, only redirected reflections upon what little is shared to form a ‘a springboard for the future’. The violent street protests that occurred in Santiago from August 2019, and continue sporadically still, add new tensions as to how any society may improve itself. Moises asked a school group: ‘What if someone (in 1973) had pointed a gun at your head?’ A student responded: ‘It happened to me last week.’ Moises himself, he concedes, was recently chased by the police. The daily tensions only strengthen his desire to relate a particular version of the past to the present.

			The lengthy ethical discussion as the students look down on the stadium soccer field uses up the two allotted hours, allowing for the students to visit neither the velodrome nor the torture chamber, el Caracol. As the sole participants of this second tour, we requested that Moises proceed there.

			The memorial plaque outside the velodrome has vanished! Of the screaming invocation of ‘raucous military marches filling the air in a vain attempt to disguise the sharp bark of rifles and the deadly thudding of the machineguns and the terrified cries of the victims’, only the bare concrete plinth remains. The text engraved in metal has gone. In explanation, what Moises calls, rather pejoratively, ‘those ponderous words’, were ‘set at the wrong angle to wind and sun and faded so badly they had to be removed’. They will only be replaced, according to Kunstmann, ‘in time, when there are funds available’. Questioned, Moises concedes that, yes, the survivors’ memories are crucial, but ‘their place is in the archives, not here’. A plan to reproduce silhouette figures standing in an adjacent tunnel leading to the velodrome awaiting mock execution he does not want either: that would be ‘too distracting’. On the rare occasions that the students ever come here, Moises never mentions torture except in the most general terms. Such discussion, he maintains, ‘closes doors. I need them open because we need to talk about the concept of resistance.’ Though there is no obvious physical deterioration in the past 14 years, no student visitor enters the chamber itself. It is locked and said to be unsafe due to deterioration. The epitaph on the stone monument at Loyola rings in our ears, ‘Oh, we just threw it away’.

			The National Stadium curriculum followed by the guides is highly directed at the ‘information as springboard’ motif. Not much room is allowed for spontaneity or deviation from the approved uplifting script. Visits by sociologists, even philosophers, to the stadium precinct are welcome, but, Moises affirms pointedly, historians are discouraged. Yes, accounts of trucks driven over detainees so slowly that bystanders could hear the bones cracking, and of rats inserted in the vagina, as occurred at Villa Grimaldi, have no place in any standard guided tour unless someone asks about them.

			To be sure, every generation has the right to interpret its own past and has always done so. Yet we have argued elsewhere that the current production of a Chilean historical narrative intended primarily as a springboard to further action may carry unfortunate consequences, namely that some truly heroic moments of those opposing the dictatorship, for which this next generation might be truly proud, are omitted in current curricula and thus forgotten. A disinclination to avoid the worst excesses of the dictatorship acts also to level off the actions at the most heroic level.25 We can take the argument further: children of Holocaust survivors, if denied family knowledge, must rely only on well-known photographs and films to imagine their own family history and their own family identities. Analogously, it is argued that what passes as memories of the Spanish Civil War are largely the (possibly imagined) post-memories of the grandchildren, whose grandparents could not, or chose not, to reveal even to their own families what had occurred in their country, or to them.26 Concluding a similar argument, the political scientist Katherine Hite maintains that, ‘like the second generation of Chileans, Holocaust survivors who were very young children are denied their childhood’.27 While the stadium master narrative remains as sanitised as it is, we wonder how much of the history of the dictatorship these young guides themselves know.

			It is becoming clearer that these post-dictatorship generations have not had the last word, though each generation, perhaps, has thought it had. A Chilean ‘master narrative’ is no more achievable than one for nineteenth-century Australia, because, as with Spain’s 2007 Ley de la Reparación, the values of peace, justice and truth will remain dynamically in tension with one another for as long as deep and unacknowledged trauma remains. While conceding the acute need for Chilean nation building, many historians will remain disturbed when any firsthand historical experience is subsumed prima facie for what is taken to be a greater purpose. Rather than being distracted by Arendt’s ‘banality of evil’, the new generation of stadium guides might reflect on our epigraph, the admonition of another Holocaust intellectual, Ellie Wiesel:

			I will tell my son that all the fires, all the pain, will be meaningless, if he will not transmit our story, if he will not transmit our story to others, to his friends, and one day to his own children.
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			Yarning: A Vietnamese/Australian/Indigenous way to speak/share/belong

			Kim Huynh

			This is a reflection on how a migrant organisation that I belong to has adopted Indigenous yarning to tell truths, share experiences and heal wounds. The Vietnamese Australian Forum (VAF) was established in 2021 by two south-western Sydney-based lawyers Tu Le and Than Nguyen.1 They sought to form a national body to advance community leadership and identity made up of mostly 1.5- and second-generation Vietnamese migrants—that is, the children of the first-generation refugees. VAF holds informal monthly meetings to organise online and in-person events about culture, politics and other issues of interest to its members who include artists, councillors, community organisers and lawyers. I joined VAF in late 2021, seeking to make a greater contribution to public life and to connect with other Vietnamese Australians. Given my experience as a lecturer and radio presenter, I became the primary forum facilitator.

			Since its inception, VAF has endeavoured to respectfully engage with Indigenous people and culture. This engagement has been led by several members who work with Indigenous colleagues promoting diversity and inclusion. In 2023, VAF began developing a bilingual Acknowledgement of Country toolkit that could be used at community events and discussed a program to combat racism against Indigenous people among Vietnamese Australians. By that time, I had begun incorporating elements of Indigenous knowledge and issues into my teaching, research and broadcasting. In March 2023, VAF became one of the first of over 120 multicultural organisations to sign the joint resolution in support of an Indigenous Voice to Parliament. It was in this context that we turned to yarning as a way to promote understanding and healing among Vietnamese Australians.

			Yarning means different things to different people. While British yarning is associated with spinning improbable tales, Australian yarning has evolved into casual chitchat, often accompanied by a cuppa or a brew. For many Indigenous people in Australia, yarning is a way to transfer culture and develop knowledge. It fosters respectful relationships among yarners and with country, which can be understood as a place that is woven together with its living creatures and belief systems.2 For Lynore Geia, Barbara Hayes and Kim Usher, yarning is collective and dynamic: ‘The stories remain in our conscious state like a thread hanging, waiting to be picked up again, to be continued, reconstructed, reinforced and once again embedded in our ontology.’3 The stories are created by many and interpreted by all. Yarning can be informal and family oriented or conducted according to strict principles and protocols.4 It has been harnessed to facilitate community spirit, entrepreneurship, creativity, critical thinking, communication skills, resilience and for therapy.

			My and VAF’s first foray into public yarning involved an online forum that coincided with the forty-eighth anniversary of the Fall of Saigon. The forum was entitled ‘Losing: The Legacy of 30 April’. The two guest speakers, Sheila Pham and Vivian Pham, were authors, artists and public intellectuals who had written about the ongoing and intergenerational effects of the war and displacement on the Vietnamese diaspora.

			For me, it was a rare and valuable chance to be still and take stock of what it means to be a Vietnamese Australian. We discussed how, after the traumatic rupture of escaping Vietnam, our parents struggled to build a new foundation for our lives in Australia. Some of our parents revealed little about what and who they had lost, while others spoke openly and often. We explored how, as their children, we carried the weight of their sacrifices and had inherited not only their strength but also their suffering. The discussion was open and at times easy going like so many Aussie yarns. We mimicked young people in Vietnam who call timeout from the constant bustle of their lives to chem gio (shoot the breeze). It was thus by design, happenstance and instinct that we fused together Aussie and Vietnamese modes of conversing with four interrelated Indigenous components of yarning.

			1. We began to listen deeply

			Dadirri or deep listening is a form of meditation as expressed in the language of the Ngan’gikurunggkurr people in the Northern Territory, and which has corresponding practices among Indigenous groups across Australia.5 It requires being silent and still, with a view to forging what is within us together with what is around us. Deep listening cultivates a sense of belonging with the sentient landscape. For Margaret Hughes and Stuart Barlo, mutual respect and regeneration flows from, ‘seeing Country as a living teaching breathing being that has stuff for us, in return for what we bring to it’.6 The value of deep listening is evident in ANU researcher Jilda Andrews’s description of how Country yarns back as she makes her way home:

			This drive is a gentle thaw. It’s a story I tell in my head, noticing how the country changes, how it’s named and known, how traversing out of Ngunnawal and Ngambri Country, my car tyres blend with the Wiradjuri plains which open up wider and wider until we hit Gamilaraay land, both places of the googar (goanna). Wooded river country emerges sometimes out of the blue, the trees hug the bends of the Macquarie and Castlereagh rivers and become visible from the highway. Pulling into the town of Walgett, now Gamilaraay and Ngemba country, the place where two rivers meet, the place where my parents met, and where some of my family still live, I’m greeted by the familiar face of my uncle and the warmth of a setting sun. It’s like story walks me home.7

			Like yarning, dadirri is a gift from Indigenous people. However, it can be difficult and daunting for non-Indigenous folk to receive. Can, for instance, second-generation Vietnamese migrants listen deeply given the relatively short time that they have lived in Australia and the fact that some children of refugees struggle to relate to any homeland? In this regard, panellist Vivian Pham points to how her exiled father has a visceral attachment to a Vietnam that, to him, is the ‘most foreign place on this earth, since no place is as foreign as the place you used to call home’, while she comes not from a place or person but from a journey—‘one of survival’.8 Similarly, Andre Dao, another Vietnamese Australian author whose work was referred to during the forum, describes his own loss as being like ‘a shadow’ of what his forebears experienced: ‘I did not lose my country. I simply didn’t have one to begin with.’9 The upshot for Dao is a profound freedom to connect with places and people, but also a proclivity to view one’s loss and oneself as ‘trivial in the grand scheme of suffering’.10

			Dao’s novel Anam illustrates that the estrangement experienced by Vietnamese migrants and Indigenous people can be transformed into belonging. Anam is Dao’s constructed homeland, a homonym of ‘Annam’, which was the title imposed on Vietnam under Chinese imperialism. It is also derived from ‘anamnesis’, the act of remembering and forgetting. In crafting Anam, Dao pays homage to the creative power of Indigenous author Alexis Wright in Carpenteria.11 For Wright, to belong to country is ‘to belong to time immemorial, to epic story’ and to ‘relationships of responsibility’.12 Similarly, to belong to Anam is to tap into an ancient Vietnamese storytelling tradition and to realise that our ancestors exist with us, as W. E. H. Stanner put it, ‘everywhen’.13 Specifically, Dao’s protagonist realises that his grandmother is in ‘no-place and no-time’:

			she lives in the eternal, ever-more-compressed present. All her pasts—thirties Hà Nội, sixties Sài Gòn, eighties Laon, today in Boissy—are now. Her bones have always ground up against each other like mortar against pestle.14

			In the face of colonisation, genocide and assimilation, Indigenous people in Australia lay claim to the oldest continuing culture in the world in part because that culture is continually replenished, remade and renewed. From this ongoing process, Vietnamese Australians who have also accumulated ‘loss upon loss’ have much to relate and learn.15

			2. We gathered round

			Indigenous yarns promote equality and mutual respect. While they may be facilitated by one person, there is no formal hierarchy. Seating is typically circular without rows, levels or VIP reservations. The aim is to foster a free-flowing dialogue that does not begin with a commanding capital letter and is not closed off by a definitive full stop.

			Creating and then extending the VAF yarning circle, particularly to first-generation Vietnamese Australians who might have little interest in Indigenous affairs and who ascribe to Confucian notions of filial and generational piety, was challenging. Some first-generation Vietnamese Australians believe that only they can legitimately speak of the Vietnam War and its aftermath, given their direct experience and enduring sentiments and memories. I have relatives, for instance, who, despite my decades of research, tell me: ‘You’ll never know what it was like.’16 There are, moreover, older Vietnamese Australians who refuse to return to Vietnam while it is under Vietnamese Communist Party control and who disdain anyone in the Vietnamese diaspora who has business or professional dealings with it, even comparing them to German Jews associating with Nazi Germany.

			Holding VAF’s yarning event on 30 April was sensitive because the day is commonly reserved for protest or silence, not discussion. In promoting the event on SBS Vietnamese radio, it was necessary for me to clarify that, by the term ‘losing’, VAF was not referring to thua or that bai, which evokes defeat, but rather mat, which evokes what has been lost or taken. Despite our best efforts to promote and create a respectful environment for discussion, the first-generation Vietnamese who we invited to join the panel discussion all declined.

			In preparation for ‘Losing’, and during the forum itself, VAF members not only honoured the suffering and trauma of prior generations, but also acknowledged how that suffering and trauma had been perpetuated by parental anxiety and unresolved grief. We assumed that most of the forum attendees were second-generation Vietnamese but hoped that some of the first generation attended too, along with non-Vietnamese. VAF’s ‘Losing’ forum included participants from around the country and the Asia-Pacific, including Vietnam. We did not moderate contributions, trusting participants to add freely and responsibly via video, audio and the chat function. This they did. However, arguably, the yarning only truly began after the discussion formally closed. Once trust had been established and in the absence of any agenda, some participants stayed online to share their thoughts and experiences. 

			3. We spoke from the heart

			How often do we express ourselves with deep sincerity and consideration for others? In professional gatherings and the public sphere, it is common to witness grandstanding, premeditated performances, calculated silences, formulaic deliveries and bullshit. Speaking from the heart is a natural act made radical by cynicism, competition and bureaucracy. It requires yarners to refrain from judgement and to quell expectations of specific outcomes, not with a view to ignoring faults or pretending that everything is fine, but rather to see, accept and embrace circumstances as they are. Broadcaster and Wiradjuri man Stan Grant exemplifies the skill and strength required to speak from the heart. He points out that moral, spiritual and empirical rewards come in the form of: ‘Truths. Hard truths. Truths not told with hate—truths offered with love. Yes, love … for the Australia we have never been.’17

			Speaking from the heart can help people to articulate vulnerability, which also often requires courage. This can be valuable when it comes to many older Vietnamese refugees who lost a war and a country, who were battered and demeaned in Vietnamese re-education camps and who were stripped again of their status upon arriving in Australia. Author and entrepreneur Cat-Thao Nguyen tells of how her father had been sent to a re-education camp in Vietnam where he was forced to denounce himself as a traitor for hours a day and for years on end:

			And now in Australia he was just another mute migrant. Anger, fear, resentment, pity, terror and sadness had rolled over him like waves … My teenage heart was breaking into tiny bits of pulp as he recounted the story. Then he looked at me and said, ‘In this country I have a mouth to eat with but I don’t have a mouth to speak with. You are my voice.’18

			During the ‘Losing’ forum, we reflected upon how some first-generation Vietnamese migrants, who had lost so much of their power and control, insisted that their children should never be weak, disobey or fail. Sheila Pham expressed how, for a long time, she was afraid to reveal to her father that she needed glasses because she was short-sighted. She expressed no resentment towards her father during the forum, but spoke of how, as a parent, she remains wary of any impulse for order and control.

			4. We shared stories

			A good yarn comprises shared stories. Arguably, this is not as efficient a form of communication as dot-pointed lectures or presentations. In academia, information is often praised for its precision and proprietorial value. The impetus in the media is to ‘get the story’ (hopefully first and exclusively) and then to convey it to as many people as possible. Knowledge cultivated through yarning and storytelling, on the other hand, is not singular, verifiable or easily broadcast. Often yarns meander and go off on tangents.19 But, by so doing, they encourage listeners to adapt and complete them, thereby adding to their meaning and influence.20

			When there is an appreciation of how individual health is shaped by communal wellbeing, sharing stories can help address trauma and alienation.21 Seemingly simple storytelling can generate understanding of complex human conditions. On the VAF ‘Losing’ panel, Vivian Pham shared an account of a character in her book who is based on her father and who bucks the stereotype of the once hapless now happily resettled refugee. He never stopped yearning for his boat journey, particularly the freedom, thrill and serenity that he experienced when he was marooned on a nameless island, in the face of a storm. After years in Australia, he still regularly turned his mind to what propelled ‘all that wind’ and ‘all those waves’, embracing the chaos as ‘a kind of perfection’:22

			Not like calculus and geometry, but the way a piece of music can sound so perfect it makes you wonder if you’re the one who wrote it, if it came from somewhere inside you.23 

			The character’s daughter is in awe of her father who sees storms as ‘misunderstood symphonies’, but she also frets that he will one day ‘find his way back to the ocean, ,that mythical place he never once stopped believing in’.24

			Incorporating yarning into the Vietnamese Australian forums has great potential to foster belief—belief in lost and new homelands and in one another. VAF has begun an ongoing series of conversations with Indigenous people and will incorporate yarning into all its events. If yarning can do so much to promote belonging, solidarity and healing for Vietnamese migrants across generations, imagine what it can do once it is broadly incorporated into art, work, public affairs and how we go about our daily lives.
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			Discovering art online: Digitising university art museum collections

			Stephen Valambras Graham

			Introduction

			Gaining access to text-based resources via online platforms is becoming the rule rather than the exception in universities across Australia. University library catalogues, scholarly databases, and subscription-based and open-access journals are all pathways for retrieving resources and information online. In addition to text-based content, many Australian universities are the custodians of substantial art collections. These physical holdings are often managed by art museums or galleries attached to the university and are on display across different sites at the university. Diverse two- or three-dimensional image-based objects, including paintings, prints, drawings, sculptures and multimedia artworks, may be represented in these collections, reflecting the cultural memory and cultural activities of the university. As Andrew Simpson points out, university collections are often regarded as a statement of institutional identity and serve the aspirations of the university community.1

			A review in 2010 identifying more than 400 university museums and collections in Australia indicated ‘a sharp increase in the number of art collections’ in recent years.2 In the context of a strong emphasis today on exhibitions and public programming, as well as a reappraisal of the value of object-based learning (OBL) and teaching in relevant disciplines, art museums in tertiary institutions have clearly become a significant asset.3 Indeed, university art museums (UAMs) also serve important functions that support and underpin academic research, interdisciplinary collaboration and cultural diversity, as well as contributing to the cultural life of the university.

			Universities like to showcase their cultural institutions online; however, the artworks within university collections are not always visible or discoverable. UAMs in Australia and internationally are now repositioning themselves by offering increased access to physical holdings and, simultaneously, ‘embellishing or interpreting [the experience] through the virtual’.4 Digitisation strategies could contribute significantly to the performance and role of UAMs as educational institutions, cultural repositories and community resources. Yet how much content from university art collections is digitised and discoverable online? The author’s research investigates these transformations in online access, identifying the level of digitisation in university art collections and exploring the strategies deployed by universities across Australia to reveal the richness and diversity of their art collections. Research into the online visibility and discoverability of objects addressed the following questions:

			
					How do university art museums harness the digital environment to display their collections and increase their discoverability?

					How do these cultural institutions extend and explore the creative and interpretative potential of their art collections online?

			

			Digital technologies are already shaping research and education in the university community. This research critically examines how UAMs can ensure that resources within their collections benefit from these developments.

			It is no less important to assess the reasons why UAMs have not been able to (or have chosen not to) digitise their collections. Therefore, this article also asks:

			
					What are the most significant challenges today to digitising artworks in the collections?

			

			This research investigates one cohort of universities: the 21 members of University Art Museums Australia (UAMA), a professional peak body representing art museums and galleries responsible for university-owned art collections. Contemporary artists, of course, exploit digital technology and social media platforms in the creation of works of art, but the author’s research explores the way higher education institutions that collect, safeguard and exhibit art objects have harnessed digital services and the internet.

			Building on a review of current literature in the field, a mixed methods research approach, incorporating both quantitative and qualitative datasets, ensured a richer and more nuanced exploration of the data under consideration. The following mixed techniques were used:

			
					descriptive research recording the existing profile and features of digitised content on the cohort’s websites

					quantitative analysis of content on the websites using an open-source application

					online surveys circulated to UAM curators and managers.

			

			Descriptive research was employed to observe and record data on the 21 UAMA members’ websites. Publicly available online information was used to help identify trends and patterns relating to the digitisation and online discoverability of objects within each university’s art collection. This research component was invaluable for understanding the current landscape and how each UAM tackled and prioritised the issue of online accessibility. The descriptive research focused on university website pages communicating information related to their art collections and excluded social media platforms, which are primarily exploited for public programming and exhibitions.

			A systematic, quantitative assessment of the text-based information on the websites surveyed helped to inform and test conclusions reached in the descriptive research. Voyant Tools, a web-based application offering a number of interactive datasets, was used to perform this analysis. Relevant pages (URLs) from each of the UAM websites were uploaded into Voyant Tools, creating a corpus that could then be analysed and manipulated within different tool panels.5 This method describes the extent and use of words or word clusters in content on the websites that may support patterns identified in the other methodologies.

			A third dataset, drawn from the results of an online participant survey, completed the research methodology. While content analysis and descriptive research are unobtrusive techniques for data collection, the online survey required human participants. A link to the online survey was circulated by email to managers and curators working within the target cohort of 21 university art collections. Fourteen respondents participated; however, four surveys were incomplete. The study received a total of 10 completed surveys from 21 universities, therefore obtaining an almost 50 per cent success rate. The survey was designed to complement the descriptive research, exploring data unavailable on the websites regarding audience engagement and digitisation policies, as well as the constraints and benefits of digitisation projects. Besides the statistical data recorded from survey responses, an evaluation of the qualitative data inputs captures the dynamics and subtleties in comments from participants, providing valuable insights and helping to identify themes across the responses.

			Analysis and evaluation using the research methods described here unearthed findings that correspond to three themes:

			
					digitising collections

					discovering collections

					challenges and opportunities.

			

			The article is structured according to these three themes. First, however, we will explore the broader context of image-based digitisation in the sector, and how artworks can be reinterpreted and recontextualised in the online environment.

			Context

			The digital representation or surrogate of a physical artwork (as opposed to born-digital works) may shape a very different viewer response in comparison with confronting the physical item on display. Cultural institutions across the broad church of galleries, libraries, archives and museums (GLAM) are addressing issues relevant to the digitisation of image-based resources. An overview of these issues is provided here as well as a summary of case studies exploring digitisation projects in universities in Australia and internationally.

			The GLAM sector

			A report funded by CSIRO helps to set the scene for a discussion of digitisation in the GLAM sector. Entitled Innovation Study: Challenges and Opportunities for Australia’s Galleries, Libraries, Archives and Museums, it involved sector-wide consultation reviewing current trends and challenges in GLAM innovation.6 Responses to a survey underlined the importance of digitisation: in a table rating the importance of nine issues, ‘Digitising collections’ was the second highest issue recorded as ‘critical’.7 The report flags a number of issues that reappear in this research, including discoverability and linked data, preservation of digital material and copyright. The creative re-use of digitised content and the need to make the transition from the ‘push’ to a ‘pull’ model, in which users are engaged from the outset to ‘help pull through digitised content based on specific needs’ are also featured in the report.8

			Des Griffin’s review of digitisation in the National Museum of Australia’s Issues in Museology webpages, the radio podcast Future Tense and Simpson’s article cited earlier all take a wide-angle lens on the discussion of online accessibility in GLAM institutions.9 Simpson’s thought-provoking paper on the future of university museums advocates for a reassessment of museum collections, situating these assets within the context of campus-wide education and research. Historically, Simpson argues, material items in university collections have been the source of academic research and teaching. Drawing on OBL and interdisciplinary collaboration, Simpson leaves open the question of how Australian universities can better invest in the innovative potential of ‘digital outreach’.10 Hannan, Duhs and Chatterjee also assert the ‘pedagogical power’ of OBL and how universities might acknowledge and engage with collections digitally alongside ‘traditional collections-based teaching’.11

			Two salient articles outline developments in museum digitisation. Andrew Bock, writing in the Sydney Morning Herald, focuses on Australian institutions, while Adrian Murphy, contributing to the online sector publication Museums and Heritage, addresses the situation in the UK.12 Bock cites statistics on the digitised coverage of collections in some of Australia’s national and state cultural institutions and points to some of the exciting opportunities offered by digitisation. The very high resolutions possible today, for example, are creating a new experience that allows viewers to zoom into paint strokes or details that cannot be seen with the naked eye. ‘This adds a connection’, writes Bock, ‘to how the artist might have seen the painting, even if it is not as they intended it to be viewed’.13 The review finishes with fascinating data on the top artworks viewed online in a selection of museums and galleries.

			Like Bock, Murphy’s article provides a summary of cutting-edge digitisation trends in the GLAM sector. Case studies and examples across Britain, such as the ‘Collections Dive Project’ at Tyne & Wear Archives & Museums, build a picture of how digitisation is deployed creatively across the sector internationally.14 These examples underscore the notion that objects are not static, isolated entities but dynamic participants in the social and cultural contexts in which they exist. Digital representation expands the social life of images and objects, enabling users to engage and interact with artworks recontextualised in an online environment.

			The potential for extending the research possibilities of artworks as a consequence of digital representation has also been the subject of investigation. At the National Library of Wales, the digital archive of Welsh artist John Kyffin Williams has enabled the distant reading of his oeuvre, inspired by the quantitative theory of interpretation developed by Franco Moretti.15 By attaching geo-spatial metadata to the digital surrogates of his landscape paintings, Williams’s artworks can be examined by tracing the geographical sites he depicts. This augmented layer of information, also described as geo-tagging, fosters a new understanding of the artistic imagination in the context of art historical enquiry.16

			University digitisation projects

			Peter Michel engages readers with a personal perspective on the digitisation experience. Drawing on his experience of digitising special collections at the University of Nevada Las Vegas, Michel ruminates on the purpose of digitising, asking readers to think less about how to shift resources from print to digital than of how to harness the digital environment to enhance collections.17 Sarah Bromage, deputy curator of the art collection at the University of Stirling, describes a project that aims to provide online access to the university’s museum and archive collections.18 The project reveals the importance of integrating items held in disparate repositories across the campus into the broader digital architecture of the university. The ability to search across collections to find items that relate to the same artist/creator or theme could unlock the depth and potential for these collections to achieve synergies.19

			Case studies in the literature describe the organisational workflow, priorities, metadata standards and digital preservation issues involved in digitising special collections.20 At the University of Maryland, the uneven nature of digitisation workflows, as influenced by patron demand and the poor contextualisation of digital metadata make it difficult to search for related objects from different collections. Such challenges beset the establishment of an online portal to digitised repositories.21 Closer to home, the University of Wollongong initiated a program to tackle the digitisation of its archival collections, which includes image and text-based objects such as letters and manuscripts.22 Daly and Organ describe a ‘Digital Collections Significance Register’, a scorecard that lists collection content and rates it based on select criteria. The register, a helpful best practice framework, ‘provides a matrix for determining order of priority in planning digitisation activities’.23

			Other relevant case studies include Harkema and Avery’s study of a project digitising photographs at the University of Saskatchewan and a comprehensive digitisation project at the Sheldon Museum of Art, University of Nebraska–Lincoln.24 The work undertaken at the Sheldon Museum of Art underlines the potentially time-consuming nature of digitisation workflows: matching colours, verifying provenance, purchase and copyright information, and checking metadata. Digitisation processes can be a bottleneck in an institution’s programmed online expansion. These case studies provide insight into the challenges as well as the opportunities offered by new technologies experienced firsthand and recounted by professionals in the GLAM sector.

			Digitising collections

			A conundrum faced by all UAMs is how to make accessible an art collection that, like the tip of an iceberg, is only visible to a small extent. Digitising the collection can overcome this dilemma. With their eye on financial considerations, art museums, as one commentator expressed it, are now using pixels rather than bricks and mortar to expand access to their collections.25 A major enabler for research, scholarship and creative use is access to, and the ability to explore, online digitised collections.26 Twenty-five per cent of respondents to the author’s online survey identified an increase in online visitor numbers due to expanded digitisation in the last five years. Intensifying digital activity could even translate to higher physical visitor numbers. The more content a museum puts online, maintains Suzanne Miller, former CEO at the Queensland Museum, ‘the more we find people want to connect with the real thing’.27 While the ‘online museum’ may incentivise virtual visitors to step into the bricks and mortar collection, importantly, it also enables users in remote areas or with mobility issues to ‘visit’ the collection.

			Digitisation and data

			A snapshot of the UAMA’s ‘Survey Report 2017–2019’, available on its website, contains data in several key areas: number of artworks, number of artist exhibitions, number of visitors, number of public and education programs delivered and more.28 However, the report provides no data on the extent of digitisation in UAM collections. Similarly, no information on digitisation projects can be found in an earlier benchmarking report.29 In the ‘Background Information’ attached to a media release on the 2017–2019 survey, examples were provided of how UAMs were attempting to reach their audiences in response to COVID-19: exhibitions, studio tours, interviews and Zoom symposia—but not collection digitisation.30 Only one example referred to a discussion and interpretation of a work in the permanent collection of the University of Melbourne’s Potter Museum of Art.31 The intention of this article is not to diminish the importance and relevance of these activities, which are an integral part of the core business and cultural mission of UAMs. Nevertheless, the UAMA’s Survey Report and accompanying media release could imply an inferior priority for the digital expansion of collections and the monitoring of traffic to these online collections.

			This is confirmed by responses to the author’s survey question: ‘Have you identified an increase in online visitor numbers to the university art collection website?’ Over 40 per cent of respondents were unsure. One participant affirmed that they ‘do not monitor visitor numbers to [their] online collection’. There are numerous tools, Google Analytics being just one example, that can monitor and provide extensive data reporting on traffic to websites that could inform the understanding and interpretation of online usage of UAM collections.

			Audience engagement

			Overwhelmingly, the UAMs surveyed for this research emphasised public programming and exhibitions in gallery spaces. Writing about the UAM sector, Goddard and Salmon claim that the ‘most visible medium for external engagement is the exhibition’.32 Strategic planning and communications in UAMs, like museums elsewhere, are driven by a desire to remain relevant in their community and increase physical visitor numbers. The University of the Sunshine Coast, for example, promotes its art gallery by declaring that it ‘delivers exhibitions, programs and educational activities that are shaped by the University’s commitment to freedom of enquiry and expression’.33 Mansfield et al. confirm in their CSIRO study that engaging new audiences is front of mind for galleries and art museums generally.34 Art museums strive to navigate the digital world without compromising the fundamental role of the physical collection itself. As Frank Howarth, former director of the Australian Museum, Sydney, has said about the interface between real and virtual worlds, ‘one is not at the expense of the other’.35

			In a post-pandemic world, a number of UAMs have launched virtual tours of current or recent exhibitions as one strategy to maintain a cultural presence. A virtual tour of the Rite of Passage exhibition at the Queensland University of Technology (QUT) integrates high-resolution 3D spatial imaging and pop-up interpretative tiles on the individual artworks and can be viewed on the QUT Art Museum website.36 Faced, as we have been, with lockdowns and social distancing constraints, UAMs hope such solutions will provide something more than just a surrogate experience.37

			Mapping digitisation and UAM collections

			The descriptive survey of UAM websites undertaken as part of this research revealed an uneven level of progress of digitisation and online collections. Figure 1 illustrates the distribution of three variables: online, partly online and not-online collections on UAM websites. The chart shows that 29 per cent of UAM websites analysed had rendered very little or none of the content from their collection online. This result aligns with the author’s survey in which 33 per cent of respondents indicated that their institution had not added artworks online from the collection.
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			Figure 1: UAM collections, the extent of digitisation.

			Source: Author’s research.

			The research identified one-third of art museums as having a significant portion of their collection digitised and accessible via a database. A breakdown of this data by UAM is contained in Table 1. Art museums with significant online collections appear in the columns headed ‘Comprehensive collection digitisation’ and ‘Catalogue/search tool’. These UAMs tend to belong to the older, established universities that have a considerable number of artworks in their collections. The largest university art collection in Australia, the University of Melbourne’s Ian Potter Museum of Art, contains over 16,000 items. Besides the sandstone universities, the list also includes more recent institutions: Monash and RMIT in Melbourne, Flinders in Adelaide and Griffith in Brisbane. RMIT University has the smallest collection in the group with 1,500 artworks. Flinders University is host to the only UAM that limits public access to its digitised collection, allowing only Flinders staff and students to consult its online catalogue.

			A number of other UAMs have stated that it is their intention to digitise their collections. A statement on the University of Technology Sydney (UTS) Art Collection website, echoing the ‘pull’ model of digitising content discussed above, announced that featured works represented only a small selection gleaned from the collection and invited users to recommend additions: ‘We will be adding to these highlights over time, so if there is any artwork on campus that particularly intrigues or delights you, please let us know.’38 The University of the Sunshine Coast, with a relatively small collection of 850 artworks, claimed that it was striving to enhance online access to its collection ‘for students, staff, researchers, gallery and museum professionals, writers, and our community’, emphasising the open and inclusive nature of its digitisation project.39

			Thirty-eight per cent of the UAMs surveyed had undertaken partial digitisation of their collections; of these, UTS and UOW provided a keyword search function to help users locate artworks or related items such as exhibitions and workshops on their websites (see Table 1). However, searches for artists referred to in the collection but whose work had not been digitised yielded no results. For example, a search for Arthur Streeton, referenced in the ‘Artists in the Collection’ page on the UTS Gallery and Art Collection website, was inconclusive.

			The University of Tasmania has achieved partial overall digitisation, having digitised one discrete collection, the Tyler Collection of Romanian and Modern Art. This fascinating collection has been digitised using Omeka software, an open-source web application and platform for sharing digital collections. Omeka is a Digital Scholar project produced and designed by researchers and compatible with research outputs. Artworks can be viewed by type (e.g. icons, paintings, drawings, ceramics) or can be searched or browsed using tags, keywords, specific fields, artist, location and more, demonstrating the way linked metadata can boost discoverability.40 Figure 2, a screenshot from a search using the tags feature, illustrates the richness of the results.

				Table 1: Extent of digitisation per UAM.

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							University

						
							
							No. of artworks

						
							
							Programs/

							exhibitions

						
							
							Collection description

						
							
							Partial collection digitisation

						
							
							Comprehensive collection digitisation

						
							
							Catalogue/ search tool

						
					

				
				
					
							
							1

						
							
							University of New South Wales

						
							
							unknown

						
							
							✓

						
							
							
							
							
					

					
							
							2

						
							
							Curtin University

						
							
							unknown

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							
							
					

					
							
							3

						
							
							Edith Cowan University

						
							
							unknown

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							
							
					

					
							
							4

						
							
							University of Western Australia

						
							
							unknown

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							
							
					

					
							
							5

						
							
							Macquarie University

						
							
							unknown

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							
							
					

					
							
							6

						
							
							La Trobe University

						
							
							2,000

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							
							
					

					
							
							7

						
							
							University of South Australia

						
							
							unknown

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							
					

					
							
							8

						
							
							University of the Sunshine Coast

						
							
							850

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							
					

					
							
							9

						
							
							Deakin University

						
							
							2,000

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							
					

					
							
							10

						
							
							Charles Darwin University

						
							
							3,000

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							
					

					
							
							11

						
							
							Queensland University of Technology

						
							
							3,000

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							
					

					
							
							12

						
							
							University of Tasmania

						
							
							3,000

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							
							✓

						
					

					
							
							13

						
							
							University of Technology Sydney

						
							
							unknown

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							
							✓

						
					

					
							
							14

						
							
							University of Wollongong

						
							
							5,000

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							
							✓

						
					

					
							
							15

						
							
							Flinders University

						
							
							8,000

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							
							✓*

						
							
							✓

						
					

					
							
							16

						
							
							RMIT University

						
							
							1,500

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
					

					
							
							17

						
							
							Monash University

						
							
							2,700

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
					

					
							
							18

						
							
							Griffiths University

						
							
							4,000

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
					

					
							
							19

						
							
							University of Queensland

						
							
							4,400

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
					

					
							
							20

						
							
							University of Sydney

						
							
							8,000

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
					

					
							
							21

						
							
							University of Melbourne

						
							
							16,000

						
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
							
							
							✓

						
							
							✓

						
					

				
			

			Source: Author’s research. *No public access.
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			Figure 2: Tags search (detail).

			Source: Tyler Collection of Romanian and Modern Art, University of Tasmania.

			Digital access plans and metadata

			These are encouraging signs of the diverse yet affiliated intentions of UAMs to undertake digitisation projects and increase online accessibility to their collections. Data from the author’s survey certainly demonstrates the importance UAMs attach to increasing digital access. In responses to a question asking UAMs to nominate, in terms of their own digital access plan, their number one goal, 40 per cent of respondents chose ‘Making the collection more accessible to students, staff and/or researchers’ as their priority. However, 40 per cent of respondents also indicated that they had no formal digital implementation plan in place.

			A word cloud generated from the 95 most frequent terms in the corpus of UAM webpages in Voyant Tools visually demonstrates the low frequency of words associated with digitisation. Only the term ‘online’ rated a mention, appearing 43 times across content from the 21 webpages.

			The omission or paucity of terms like ‘digital’ or ‘digitisation’ should not be interpreted as an absence of digitised images; rather, it suggests that these meta-terms are redundant or superfluous in terms of user engagement on websites.

			There is no shortage of resources, including guides and templates, for the development of digital access plans available for cultural institutions wishing to digitise their collections. The Australian Museums and Galleries Association offers detailed information on digital strategies, digitisation, preserving born-digital content, and how to contribute collections to Trove, the National Library of Australia’s online discovery service.41 GLAM Peak, a peak body for the galleries, libraries, archives and museums sector in Australia, also has a strong focus on digital access. Its Digital Access to Collections project includes digital access plans and a toolkit offering practical steps for small to medium-sized institutions on ‘collecting digital items, undertaking digitisation, and providing online access to their collections’.42

			Another question in the author’s online survey sought information on the metadata, in particular, the controlled vocabularies or thesauri adopted by UAMs to populate their subject headings. A strong proportion of UAMs indicated familiarity with the Getty Art and Architecture Thesaurus (62.5 per cent), while the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies place, name and subject thesauri also rated a mention.

			To complete this section, a detailed case study is made of one UAM’s digital archive: the University Art Collection at the University of Sydney.

			Case study: University of Sydney University Art Collection

			A search tool is available for users to search the database for digitised items. The University Art Collection at the University of Sydney contains more than 8,000 works including paintings, sculptures and ceramics and is part of the Chau Chak Wing Museum. The University Art Collection shares a database with three other university collections: the Macleay Collections (natural history, ethnography and science), the Nicholson Collection (antiquities and archaeology) and works by the modernist artist J. W. Power from the Power Collection.43 The website’s ‘advanced search’ feature offers diverse options to choose from (see Figure 3).

			Besides an object search, the database offers additional pathways that provide contextual information pertaining to items searched:

			
					‘Stories’ enables searches for in-depth information about artworks 

					‘Exhibitions’ enables searches for information about exhibitions that featured artworks

					‘People’ enables searches for information about people associated with artworks.

			

			[image: Figure 3: Advanced search tool.]

			Figure 3: Advanced search tool.

			Source: Chau Chak Wing Museum, University of Sydney.
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			Figure 4: Object record (detail), Jeffrey Smart, Study for Coogee Baths—Winter.

			Source: Chau Chak Wing Museum, University of Sydney.

			A search for artist Jeffrey Smart using the ‘stories’ option reveals multiple results including an article on the Roddy Meagher Bequest, which includes a reference to Smart. These search pathways, cross-matching data units with different keywords in the database, open new research possibilities for users. Figure 4 shows the object record for a Jeffrey Smart work.

			Comprehensive catalogue entries for each individual work in the collection are provided. Figure 5 shows the additional information from Smart’s Study for Coogee Baths—Winter.

			Clicking on the thumbnail image opens a high-resolution version with zoom capacity. While images can be saved from the catalogue, all are accompanied by the following copyright notice:

			Copyright the artist. This image is provided for research purposes only and must not be reproduced for other purposes without the prior permission of Chau Chak Wing Museum, the University of Sydney and the copyright holder.

			Some object records also include a second image of the artwork with its frame or, for works on paper (for example), of images that may appear on the reverse side. On the University Art Collection website, multiple entry points into the collection are provided. These include links to a selection of individual artists such as Smart, Margaret Preston, Russell Drysdale and others, and tiles divided thematically into Aboriginal, Australian, East Asian and European art with introductions to subject areas and links to relevant object records.
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			Figure 5: Object record (detail), Jeffrey Smart, Study for Coogee Baths—Winter.

			Source: Chau Chak Wing Museum, University of Sydney.

			Although it is possible to search using the ‘on display’ filter, there is little information on the webpages about what artworks are currently on physical display in the Chau Chak Wing Museum or elsewhere on campus. Users are reminded that this ‘Collections Search is a work in progress’, although there is no indication of exactly how many works from the collection have so far been digitised and put online.44 A search, for example, for Conway Hart’s portrait of Francis Forbes (c. 1850) in the collection (Museum Number: UA1851.1), referred to in a story record ‘The Art of Portraiture’, could not be retrieved.

			Discovering collections

			One of the key issues in terms of presenting online collections, according to Mitchell Whitelaw, is the need to improve our use of the technologies and tools at our disposal and provide a better design for ‘exposing the rich content in the digital collection’.45 Devising appropriate thematic categories is certainly one strategy widely adopted by UAMs offering partial and comprehensive online collections. This is a particularly useful strategy for the cohort of UAMs that does not have an integrated search tool, as it can provide users with a panoptic, albeit selective, view of the collection content.

			Thematic structuring

			While only a third of art museums provide online collections with a searchable database, over two-thirds showcase highlights or selections from their collection. These digitally curated selections are often structured thematically in a combination of four broad areas. Individual works are crossmatched where categories overlap: an Aboriginal bark painting, for example, might appear in a bequest as well as the subject category ‘Aboriginal art’. These categories, and the UAMs having adopted one or more of them, are:

			
					bequests/donations (e.g. the Stuartholme-Behan Collection at the University of Queensland): Griffith, Queensland, Sunshine Coast, Flinders, Tasmania, Melbourne

					subject (e.g. Aboriginal art; political posters; East Asian art; European prints; individual artist): Sydney, Wollongong, Charles Darwin, Griffith, Sunshine Coast, Flinders, RMIT, Tasmania

					highlights (selection of works): Sydney, Wollongong, UTS, QUT, Flinders, RMIT, Melbourne, Monash

					mapping (e.g. geo-localising sculptures on campus, artworks on display): Wollongong (sculptures), UTS, QUT, Sunshine Coast, Flinders, Deakin, Monash, UniSA.

			

			This categorisation helps to articulate a structure and provide users with an understanding of the scope, depth and thematic diversity of a collection. It corresponds to access points from which users can enter to discover and explore a collection.

			Case study: Mapping artworks across campus

			Eight of the UAM websites surveyed present digital versions of artworks that are visible around the campus as well as contextual information and directions to locate the works. Examples from Deakin University Art Gallery and from the Samstag Museum at the University of South Australia (UniSA) demonstrate two strategies for presenting online artworks from their respective collections that are dispersed across campus sites. Deakin University has adopted the izi.TRAVEL app to build self-guided tours that combine audio guides, images and interpretative content that can also be downloaded and easily viewed on mobile phones. The Deakin University Sculpture Walk, Burwood, contains 27 featured artworks. Alongside the tour content are icons identifying the locations at the Burwood campus in Google Maps.46 According to UniSA, approximately 50 artworks are on display around its campuses and 11 works are presented online.47 The photographs provided for each sculpture, painting or installation have been taken in situ, which assists in identifying their locations, and supplementary information is provided about the artwork, artist and location on campus. In the case of the donation of works from artist Sydney Ball on display at the Sir Eric Neal Library, Mawson Lakes Campus, a link is provided to a PDF brochure with detailed information on the Sydney Ball Gift.

			Photographing, digitising and presenting works—often sculptures—located around campus has the advantage of enabling users to discover and experience the interplay of art and its environment. As Macquarie University Art Gallery communicates, art is:

			on display in the library, the faculties, the hospital, the clinics, and the administration buildings, where staff, students and visitors collectively encounter art as part of the everyday life of Macquarie’s expansive campus.48

			Value adding to collections

			‘Digitisation could generate whole new ways of telling stories with objects’, reflects Martha Sear from the National Museum of Australia. She argues that we are ‘on the threshold of new ways of connecting knowledge’.49 The landscape paintings layered with geo-spatial metadata at the National Library of Wales and the user-centric interface in the Collections Dive Project at the Tyne & Wear Archives & Museums, referred to earlier, are indeed generating new digitally induced stories.

			In Australia, there are also signs of UAMs developing ideas that add value to the online collections they display. At Monash University’s Museum of Art (MUMA), an innovative project titled 100 Works of the Monash University Collection offers 100 digitised artworks accompanied by commissioned texts from art historians, curators and artists. According to the MUMA website, the aim of the project is:

			to open the Collection up to a broad range of voices and perspectives—from those who have had close contact with it over five decades, to those new to it. Invited writers examine artworks in detail, offering a close analysis of the specific materials, techniques and installation devices used, and elaborating on their historical and art-historical contexts. As such, the texts reflect the material, conceptual, cultural and temporal diversity and scope of the Collection itself.50

			The contextual information from diverse writers framing modern and contemporary artworks produces a body of knowledge that enriches and extends the learning and appreciation of the works for a digital audience.

			A very different story can be found on the University of Wollongong Gallery and Art Collection website, which offers a ‘Bird’s Eye View’ of its collection, a work in progress with multiple rows of thumbnail-sized images.51 Hovering over and clicking through to an image will open the object record. Such records contain metadata embedding colour codes, tags and keywords that enable the user to search the collection by a range of automatically generated subject tags, propelling the user towards potentially startling correspondences. Figure 6 shows part of the object record metadata for Lloyd Rees’s Illawarra Pastoral (1957).
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			Figure 6: Object record (detail), Lloyd Rees, Illawarra Pastoral.

			Source: UoW Gallery and Art Collection, University of Wollongong.

			UAMs can play an important role in bridging their mission with pedagogy and learning opportunities across the university. Indeed, as cultural institutions embedded in the higher education sector, UAMs set themselves apart from other public art museums. In a question assessing how UAMs exploit the use of their art collection in the digital environment to embed visual literacy and competencies, 62.5 per cent of respondents to the author’s online survey nominated ‘Contributing to broader teaching and enquiry in the university’ as their top choice.

			Flinders University Museum of Art (FUMA) emphasises its role in taking the art collection ‘to the core of teaching practice’.52 Using OBL as a model, the museum website offers a toolkit that includes comprehensive resources on the pedagogical framework and how to put OBL into practice both generally and specifically with material in FUMA. In supporting and coordinating OBL, FUMA is able to provide physical and digital access to a collection of some 8,000 works.53 A limited number of other UAMs, including the University of Sydney and UTS, also explore multidisciplinary learning, transforming the museum into a classroom and ‘offering object-based learning experiences across all disciplines’.54

			Finally, sharing images on open-access, third-party platforms is another way to increase visibility. In the museum sector, the Powerhouse Museum led the way when it started releasing images on the Flickr Commons portal in 2008. It now offers over 2,500 photographs in collection or subject-specific albums on this platform.55 QUT Art Museum also has a presence on Flickr, though its albums are primarily exhibition related.56 Flickr can attract users who may not necessarily visit museums’ websites and images can be shared and tagged by users, contributing to their online discoverability. Images on platforms like Flickr can always be identified and sourced back to the institution that uploaded them.

			Challenges and opportunities

			The online survey undertaken as part of this research provided comments often expressing strategic priorities for the UAMs and insight into issues that might impede digitisation projects. When asked about the greatest barriers to digitisation, the survey revealed staffing concerns as the biggest challenge, with almost 50 per cent of participants choosing this option. Financial considerations were nominated in second place: could the staffing issue be linked to financial constraints or to a need for increased technical competencies? Or perhaps both? In a survey question addressing other challenges, copyright infringement featured strongly, and, for the publication and distribution of creative works, this is certainly a major obstacle. As museum professionals are acutely aware, acquiring artworks does not result automatically in acquiring copyright, and digitisation, which ‘involves performing the copyright owner’s exclusive rights such as reproduction, publication and communication’, could risk infringing copyright.57

			COVID-19 has had an impact on all corners of university life, not least university art museums and galleries. Ted Snell, academic and arts commentator, has reviewed innovative digitisation strategies piloted in a number of art museums at Australian universities, all UAMA members.58 While his article focuses on public programming and virtual exhibitions, he mentions some of the collection digitisation projects and activities appraised by this researcher.

			COVID-19 has been perceived by UAMs as both a challenge and an opportunity. Repercussions from the pandemic have become a double-edged sword: while the pandemic clearly accelerated interest in building an online presence, in terms of revenue, it hit the cultural sector hard, slowing progress of digitisation projects. As one participant in this survey lamented:

			digitisation of the website has been delayed and this in turn has delayed project planning [for] the digitisation of the collection. Both have been delayed [due] to redundancies as a flow-on effect of Covid.
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			Figure 7: Responses to survey question: ‘Have you discovered other benefits to digitising artworks not foreseen when digitisation projects began?’

			Source: Author’s research. 

			Yet the impacts of COVID-19 have provided flow-on benefits for UAMs to develop and showcase content online. Results from the online survey (see Figure 7) highlight the positive side of the COVID ‘effect’: 75 per cent of respondents saw COVID as having created an unforeseen benefit to digitisation projects. Another participant recounted how their UAM had used the time profitably to prepare the implementation of its collection online:

			During the pandemic over the last 18 months a lot of background work has been completed for this including: copyright requests, data clean up and writing content so that the collection is presented in a professional and educational manner to facilitate research.

			Conclusion

			The research undertaken for this article has drawn a picture of the important themes and preoccupations for UAMs and it is hoped that it will contribute to current debates on digitisation. In reviewing different strategies adopted by UAMs to enhance the online visibility of their art collections, the article has addressed the current state of play: the extent of digitisation and discoverability of such holdings.

			In summary, a number of key findings indicate that, while progress has been made in digitising art collections, there is still some way to go. In terms of the extent of digitisation, the research shows:

			
					a strong emphasis on audience engagement through exhibitions and public programming 

					only one-third of UAMs have comprehensive and searchable online collections

					very little data are available on monitoring engagement with digitised collections.

			

			Research addressing the discoverability of collections indicates that:

			
					thematic structuring to showcase selections or highlights from the collection is adopted to enhance discoverability

					UAMs look to add value to their online collections by deploying contextual or interpretative information, expanding metadata to increase search capability, and integrating object-based learning as a model for increasing the educational and research value of the collection.

			

			The research has also shown that challenges and opportunities for digitisation projects include staffing and financial considerations, copyright and COVID-19.

			A number of UAMs are progressing or embarking on the digitisation journey; however, there is scope to develop these activities strategically. For example, there appears to be little evidence of collaboration between UAMs whether in terms of financial partnerships (e.g. to achieve economies of scale in digitisation projects) or information sharing around design features, best practice and digital access plans. Implementing digital access plans, monitoring traffic to online collections to identify user patterns, and exploiting distribution possibilities via third-party, open-access platforms could aid strategic digitisation planning.

			The nature of research today is shaped by digital technologies. The circulation and reception of visual art is no different and UAMs, which often lie at the heart of research-based activities in the humanities, need to play a leading role in this transformation. A work in digital form that may be accessed, shared and even manipulated can be experienced very differently to its physical counterpart. UAMs must not lose sight of this potential.
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			Being in and of local communities: An Australian regional gallery’s response to climate disasters

			Anna Lawrenson and Chiara O’Reilly

			In Australia, environmental catastrophe is part of our identity: the country and community have all been shaped by repeated droughts, floods and fires. The experience of the 2019–20 Black Summer bushfires was, however, unprecedented. It destroyed vast swathes of country, impacting places, lives, livelihoods and communities, and its duration and severity caused untold grief. These catastrophic fires occurred in close succession to sustained droughts and devastating floods and by March 2020 the community was dealing with the new and dramatic changes brought about by the global COVID-19 pandemic. This health crisis highlighted the vital role that museums and galleries can play in supporting communities during difficult times. Lockdowns exacerbated isolation leaving a considerable role for local services, often provided by local government, to support communities. In this context, regional museums and galleries remained a trusted and enduring presence. Such cultural institutions have the potential to become community hubs or, as Ian McShane and Brian Coffey argue, ‘anchor institutions for addressing vulnerability [and] building community resilience’.1 This idea accords with the more philosophical position of museologist Robert Janes in relation to the civic function of museum and galleries. As Janes has noted, museums, as ‘civil society organizations’ have the capacity to ‘generate the networks, norms, trust and shared values’ of a society.2 In doing so, they help ‘to hold society together’ by ‘facilitating an understanding of [its] interconnectedness’ and the shared interests and experiences within it.3

			Building on these theories and extending them through the analysis of a case study, this article hypothesises that regional cultural institutions are uniquely placed to understand, and respond to, the needs of their communities because they are structurally embedded within those communities in terms of physical location and governance. Research prior to the pandemic showed how regional cultural facilities were embedded within local government structures, demonstrating their integral role within communities.4 Investment in culture was seen as ‘vital to community identity, inclusion, liveability, reconciliation and survival’.5 Importantly, the scale and embedded nature of regional institutions affords them ‘nimbleness and adaptive capacities’ that are difficult to emulate in larger organisations.6 Therefore, our research argues for a critical consideration of the social value of regional cultural institutions to better understand how they are working beyond the remit of preserving and exhibiting cultural memory—particularly in the wake of significant natural disasters and the pandemic—and are moving towards McShane and Coffey’s concept of ‘anchor institutions’.

			To support this argument, the article employs a mixed methodology approach that includes a survey, case study and the collection of qualitative data resulting from semi-structured interviews that were contextualised with exhibition collateral and publicly available information. These primary data were then examined in relation to critical literature and policy documents as a framework for analysis.

			The focus of the research was initially honed via an online survey launched by the authors in 2021 to investigate the operational context of small to medium cultural institutions in New South Wales.7 The survey incorporated multiple-choice and open-ended questions that were designed to allow participants to reflect on their pressing challenges and successes. It captured a snapshot of the small to medium sector in NSW, including community-run organisations, public museums and galleries and Aboriginal cultural centres.8 The largest proportion of respondents were local government-funded organisations that were situated in rural, regional or coastal areas outside of metropolitan Sydney.9

			An important finding of the survey, for the purposes of this article, was the extent to which small to medium cultural institutions in regional areas were impacted by, and responding to, natural disasters.10 The researchers subsequently identified innovative responses to these challenging environmental circumstances that formed the basis of more comprehensive analysis in the form of case studies. These case studies were framed around in-depth interviews and site visits to build a rich picture of the way that such organisations were seeking to engage with, and be present for, their immediate communities in the face of challenging circumstances.11 This article presents the results of one such case study—the Shoalhaven Regional Gallery located in Nowra on the south coast of NSW.

			In the 2021 survey, the Shoalhaven Regional Gallery declared that it had been affected by natural disasters and had responded to those crises within programming. It nominated several projects that it considered important in response to the 2019–20 bushfires. Subsequent research revealed that the gallery is embedded within its community, and empathetic to the challenges it faced on its journey of recovery after the fires. This shows the unique role that regional cultural institutions can play as ‘anchor institutions’ that contribute to building community resilience.12 This article focuses on three exhibitions—Wonder + Dread: Art in a Land of Weather Extremes (2020–21),13 Truth in Fire (2020–21)14 and Regenerate (2022)15—to build a picture of an institution immersed within its community and responsive to its experience. The gallery demonstrates how, via its enduring presence, it created safe spaces for connections and conversations by speaking to the lived experience of its community.16 Shown on the one- and two-year anniversaries of the fires, these exhibits became part of a collective journey of recovery. As a suite of projects, they are used here to illustrate or model how a gallery can become a site of civil society.

			The article begins by charting research into the social role of museums before moving onto the case study of the Shoalhaven Regional Gallery. Here it critically examines how the series of identified exhibitions became tools that supported the community on a journey through grief after the Black Summer fires and COVID-19. These seemingly small steps are positioned as radical acts of care—an investment in social connection and worth—that demonstrate the importance of cultural services as nodes in a support network across regional Australia.

			Museums and social connection in regional communities

			The social role of museums, arts and culture, and their benefits for communities, is well established.17 The literature positions museums, as spaces of social and cultural engagement and education, as having the potential to broker ‘partnerships’ that can be deployed to support broad ideas of community.18 In many respects, this conceptualisation extends Stephen Weil’s 1999 claim that museums had shifted from being about something to being for somebody by reframing the idea of ‘somebody’ to a more collective experience of community.19 This is especially important during periods of crisis, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, and is likely to increase as the frequency and scale of environmental crises puts even more pressure on communities. Other studies recognise the social benefits of cultural programming that can be categorised across several domains, such as ‘Arts and Social Inclusion; Arts, Health and Wellbeing; Arts and Community Resilience; Arts and Cultural Identities’.20 This categorisation helps to locate social impact as entwined within overarching efforts to develop individual and community wellbeing and resilience.

			In Australia, for example, bushfires, floods and droughts are central to the environment, and the country’s disaster risk management response has seen it ‘recognised globally’.21 Yet, the growing scale and frequency of such crises—now often ongoing and combined—has highlighted a need to concentrate on strategies to build resilience, especially in regional communities. This traverses physical resilience (i.e. infrastructure that will withstand ever-increasing natural disasters) and emotional resilience to support communities. This philosophy has been enshrined nationally in Infrastructure Australia’s Resilience Principles, which champion a system-wide approach to resilience that includes developing resilient processes, places, assets and communities.22 The Australian Local Government Association (ALGA) echoes the focus on resilience, which it defines as a community that is ‘socially connected and has infrastructure that can withstand disaster and foster community recovery’, promoting ‘individual and community wellbeing and cohesiveness’ to meet the challenges of ‘everyday’ and ‘extreme’ events.23 Regional communities have been identified as more vulnerable because they are more likely to experience natural disasters, and have limited resources to respond, than their urban counterparts. Parsons et al. argue that ‘regional and remote areas face barriers to disaster resilience that are generated by policy, economic, infrastructure, and social settings that privilege service delivery and economic capital to populated metropolitan areas’.24 It is unsurprising, therefore, that organisations like ALGA support communities to not just prevent and prepare for disasters but also to build resilience in support of recovery. When we recognise museums and galleries as sites of social engagement, we can position cultural infrastructure as one node in a system that contributes to the overall resilience of communities. Importantly, cultural infrastructure comprises enduring, resilient, physical infrastructure and dynamic settings that provide a focal point for supporting community.

			Local government is a key stakeholder in this discussion because, as scholars like McShane have stressed, in Australia, ‘local authorities own or manage around 80 per cent of community facilities’ covering ‘recreational, cultural, educational, health and civic facilities’.25 So, while significant cultural infrastructure exists at the federal and state levels, at the local government level there is a considerable network of art galleries, museums and heritage sites26—or community facilities—that are key sites in the ecosystems of regional communities and are increasingly being integrated into resilience-focused planning. In doing so, they are positioned as sites that can help communities absorb ‘shocks’, respond ‘to local needs and crises’ and, because they are networked, can learn from each other’s experiences.27 Moreover, they are open for, and to, community in sometimes profound ways. As Ross Gibson explains, these are cultural and social spaces where communities see value ‘not only physical but also mental and emotional … [places] to offer yourself more resiliently to the world of everyday experience’.28 Or, to put it another way, ‘they are the community lounge room’.29 The familiarity of this articulation points to a significant aspect of local cultural organisations, which is difficult to replicate in major state or national institutions. Local cultural facilities are embedded within their communities. In a 2016 survey of municipal councils, the ‘critical social value’ of cultural provisions was noted as ‘enriching the identity, quality of life and health and wellbeing of the community’, despite challenges of funding staffing and capacity.30 The report found that local cultural organisations are closer physically, and by their governance, to local communities and are therefore uniquely placed to meet the specific needs of their communities. For example, in regional areas where essential services like banks and post offices were closing—meaning that there was ‘diminishing availability of places where the community meets [and] people find it harder to connect’—community infrastructure like museums and galleries filled the gap, providing a social space that builds community cohesion.31 Local cultural organisations have an intimate knowledge of the issues that their communities face.

			For Australian small to medium organisations this represents a huge potential to develop systems and models of engagement that offer cultural sustenance and help to foster community connection and resilience. Through the close study of the Shoalhaven Regional Gallery it is possible to see that this is not a fundamental reimagining of the role of the museum, but an opportunity to value what these organisations already do well: to acknowledge their sensitive understanding of the communities in which they work and to highlight their capacity to be responsive to their needs.

			Shoalhaven case study

			The community of the Shoalhaven located south of Sydney was devastated by the 2019–20 bushfires, with just over 80 per cent of the local government area effected.32 The scale of the experience and its impact, both in the short and long term, are difficult to imagine. One local reporter reflected on his experience:

			It’s been more than 60 days since the Currowan Fire began to consume the South Coast. Unlike most disasters, which are singular in nature—a flood, an earthquake, a cyclone that strike one location—this one just keeps rolling on. It’s destroyed towns and villages, laid waste to forests and farmland, disrupted lives and distorted our very sense of time. On the South Coast, we’re calling it the Forever Fire. It’s like a psychotic home invader we can’t get rid of, quiet one day but triggered into a violent, unpredictable rage the next. And it’s changed the way we live.33

			This description captures the extended impact of the fires and the compounding effects they had on day-to-day life. His reflection was written in February 2020. Just a few weeks later life changed again when major events began to be cancelled as COVID-19 restrictions were incrementally implemented; by the end of March, the state was in lockdown.34 In August 2020, the region experienced its worst floods in 30 years.35 Since then, the impact of the fires, the pandemic and continued periodic floods have endured.

			The Shoalhaven Regional Gallery is in Nowra, the administrative centre of the region, where it services a geographically distributed population that includes coastal and rural residents alongside holiday-makers. It is a council-run facility that, importantly for our argument, is positioned within the ‘resilient, safe and inclusive communities’ pillar of the Shoalhaven City Council’s Strategic Plan.36 This structure places the gallery as part of the council’s core community service provision.37 It attracts a considerable local audience and has a clear focus on responding to their needs through a changing exhibition program that sees it representing ‘global issues with a Shoalhaven lens’.38 This hyperlocal focus and approach is an asset for the institution and the community, which is thus empowered to experience the world differently.

			The annual exhibition program includes a range of in-house curated exhibitions and touring shows alongside a community gallery space offering local artists an opportunity to show and sell their work.39 Access and inclusion are fundamental, as evidenced through the diverse exhibition program and suite of public programs targeted at broadening audiences. Other efforts to broaden access include extending beyond its physical walls via the creation of a public square at the entrance to the gallery—an attempt to make the gallery more welcoming and friendly. The provision of art activities at the local shopping centre, participation in other council-run events and online activities initiated during COVID-19 provide further evidence of the gallery’s desire to be present for its community.40

			On the one-year anniversary of the Black Summer fires, the gallery staged Wonder + Dread: Art in a Land of Weather Extremes—a major exhibition, scheduled during the prime summer slot, which situated weather extremes as integral to the region and Australian experience. Although it had been in development prior to the 2019–20 fires, its final form was shaped by the Black Summer experience, demonstrating the adaptability of regional organisations. The show featured works from 1816 to the present, illustrating, as curator Danielle Robson noted, how ‘weather extremes are a defining feature of life in the Shoalhaven’.41 This was echoed by Bronwyn Coulston, gallery director, who saw the show and its associated programs as a way to situate the recent fires within a continuum of extreme weather events, providing a space of reflection and hope for a community dealing with trauma. Coulston reinforced this point, stating: ‘We have done this before and we can do this again.’42

			In many respects, the gallery’s approach aligns with broader discussions in the arts sector around the role of cultural organisations in supporting community recovery in the face of COVID-19 and environmental disasters. The Australia Council for the Arts has, for example, developed an interest in how the arts can be positioned as an essential element of recovery, and has called for better integration of cultural services and mental health support, arguing that ‘the arts support the articulation and expression of lived experience, which is integral to trauma therapies’.43 This represents an acknowledgment, at the national level, that the arts can be important in this realm.

			Wonder + Dread featured works by a wide range of Australian artists, many with Shoalhaven connections, but it was the commissioned works that were particularly effective at creating a space for the ‘articulation and expression of lived experiences’44 that is crucial in opening a dialogue about trauma. These commissions responded to the recent environmental catastrophe in intimate and emotional ways that supported a collective conversation around the experience. Aunty Deidre Martin, of the Yuin Nation, and Nicole Monks, of Yamaji Wajarri, Dutch and English heritage, brought the experience of the healing landscape into the gallery in their installation Connections: Your Connection, My Connection, OUR CONNECTIONS (2020). Designed to evoke a sense of ‘walking through Country’, the floor-based work juxtaposed burnt tree trunks, sand, rocks and native plants in the process of regeneration. In doing so, it situated the fires within a First Nations’ framework of caring for country, in which the cycles of destruction and regeneration are intimately tied to generational knowledge of place.45 The work celebrated an idea of communal connection by symbolically linking elements—the destruction and the regeneration—and reinforced a deep connection between people and place to foreground a sense of ongoing survival and rejuvenation.

			Lara Merrett’s What We Leave Behind (2020) developed this sense of connection to shared experiences on a number of levels. The work, which consisted of three ‘colour-soaked drop-sheet paintings’, was a direct response to the artist’s experience of the fires and their aftermath. The paintings were created in her South Coast studio using pigments derived from the surrounding landscape to imbue the fabric with physical markers of the post-fire landscape. Once suspended in the gallery space, visitors were invited to cut into the fabric and take a part of the work home. While the work did not visually reference the fires, the holes created by visitors invited them to consider ‘what remains when something is taken away’, thus exploring notions of grief. It acknowledged the holes—in nature and in the community—created by the fires, and revealed ‘the beauty alongside the loss’.46 Through the process of cutting and removing pieces of the fabric, the work evolved and changed, reflecting the changing vistas that were revealed in the aftermath of the fires. Visitors were also connected poetically to each other as each fabric memento took on a new life, giving the intangible experience of grief after the fires a tangible marker of regeneration.

			The two commissioned works, through their content and their generative and interactive experience with visitors, helped to reinforce a connection to Country and ideas of care through a compassionate engagement with the community. As Robson explained, they helped visitors to see not just the ‘terror, dread and destruction, but also beauty, hope and resilience’.47 Public programs extended the opportunity to consider the experience of the fires beyond the gallery by inviting participants to walk the burnt landscape—in effect, taking the gallery to country. Leanne Waterhouse and Penny Sadubin developed an artist-led walk, Fire: Ground (2020), in which community members were invited to meditatively walk through the fire-affected landscape in the Morton National Park.48 This process of walking through the area, feeling the devastation and witnessing the regeneration offered another supported space for reflection and community conversation that embraced individual and collective experience.

			A second exhibition, Truth in Fire, presented by the Australian Centre for Photography in partnership with Shoalhaven Regional Gallery, was on show at the same time as Wonder + Dread. This show, which featured deeply moving works by filmmaker and photographer Tim Georgeson and Guringai artist and South Coast resident Amanda-Jane Reynolds, sought to represent the ‘complexity and ferocity’ of the fires.49 The exhibit had prominent street frontage, as it was shown in a pop-up gallery in a repurposed retail space in the Nowra central business district. Here the gallery recognised, due to the affective nature of the works, that they needed to adopt a proactive approach to support visitors. The director of the Shoalhaven Gallery anticipated that the community could find the works triggering and so organised for attendants to be trained by the Red Cross to offer immediate assistance and direct distressed visitors to connect with formal support services.50 The director was right. As Coulston observed: ‘We did have people come into that show, and just cry, sit in front of [Georgeson’s] works and sob.’51 Through this proactive approach, the gallery demonstrated not only compassion within the space, but also positioned the exhibition as a community hub through which allied services could be connected. In a reversal of the usual process, which sees doctors prescribing museum visits to alleviate social isolation, this example positions the gallery as a conduit through which visitors could connect with health services.52 By working with the Red Cross, the Shoalhaven Gallery demonstrated not only its connection to and awareness of community needs but also the capacity of regional cultural institutions to positively contribute.

			As a pair of exhibitions, Wonder + Dread and Truth in Fire became platforms for the gallery that, in acknowledging the trauma, also celebrated the survival of the community. Both exhibitions drew strong audiences, suggesting an appetite from the community to reflect on the experience of the fires.53 Through its programming, and its closeness to community, the gallery created opportunities for collective reflection, and a sharing of the lived experience of the fires that was facilitated through participatory and embodied encounters. This exemplifies the idea of the gallery functioning as a community hub—a space that was for the community and responsive to its needs and, most importantly, acknowledged the toll of the fires. As Coulston explained, a vital aspect of her approach is to use art to speak ‘to the stories of the community’.54 For Coulston, this was most clearly seen in Truth in Fire, which, for many members of the community, became ‘a point in a healing journey [that allowed them] to actually show emotion’. For some visitors, it was the first time that they had had the space to acknowledge and express their feelings.55 Importantly, the gallery was an enduring presence throughout this journey.

			The importance of connection and being present for community was also at the heart of the Regenerate project, which happened almost a year after these shows and two years after the fires. At this point, the community was further into its recovery from the fires but was still in the midst of COVID-19, enduring lockdowns and the associated disruptions and anxiety. The concept of Regenerate was developed by Sally MacLennan of Orange Regional Museum and Cecilie Knowles of Orange Regional Gallery in collaboration with the SPARKE Learning Network.56 It was originally designed as a school-based program examining the experience and impact of fires, but was subsequently packaged as a toolkit and made freely available to cultural institutions to develop ‘their own iterations’.57 For Shoalhaven, the flexibility of this toolkit allowed them to adapt to the experience of their community in 2021. Rather than connecting with schools, which was impractical due to COVID-19 lockdowns, the gallery sent out ‘Art at Home’ packs with a template inviting people to decorate a cardboard leaf and return it to the gallery. This invitation afforded participants a distraction during lockdown and, through their art-making, an opportunity to connect with the gallery and come together in a conversation about the fires. The gallery posted around 750 art packs out to community members and was overwhelmed by the response.58 The leaves that were created, like the scraps of fabric cut from Merrett’s work, were a physical point of connection between the gallery and the community, coalesced around the experience of the fires, despite the isolation of lockdowns. When lockdowns relaxed, an art-making station was set up in the local shopping centre to further engage community, with around 200 children participating.59 The decorated leaves were amassed and exhibited in the gallery and, when the show opened, visitors came to look for their contribution and to see how others had responded. As with the two previous exhibitions, the show cleaved a space for conversations within the community at a time when the rawness of the fires was beginning to heal, but the experience of COVID-19 was ever-present.

			The epitome of the idea of a gallery as a community hub, the project worked with and for the community by being attuned to their needs and weaving their imprint into the spaces of the gallery in an active, participatory, manner. Importantly, the Shoalhaven’s Regenerate exhibition was subsequently shown at the Australian National Botanic Gardens, Canberra, continuing the conversation and extending it to a national venue, thus raising its profile and impact and further celebrating the voice of community. The ability of this project to build community across the experience of lockdowns was a significant achievement for a small regional gallery and helps to underline just how central such institutions are as critical community infrastructure that is central to wellbeing and embedded as civic sites.

			The approach at the Shoalhaven has been one in which programming and the social function of the gallery has been extended to offer moments of connection for community and pathways to support. The small acts of care implemented within the projects—a commissioned artwork inviting moments of reflection, an invitation to walk collectively through the landscape with artists to see it anew, the training of staff to support visitors in distress—are examples of being of, and for, a regional community. Across these projects, the gallery positioned programming and support for community as central to its purpose: being part of the recovery from the 2019–20 bushfires and the isolation of COVID-19. Further, the projects reference trends across international literature, particularly in response to COVID-19, that stress the importance of museums as community hubs.60 For example, the Centre for the Future of Museums’ annual TrendsWatch report, Museums as Community Infrastructure, highlights how museums can make a positive contribution to society via five key pillars, including ‘Emergency Response in the Face of Disasters’ and ‘Mental Health for All’.61 This burgeoning research area, derived from academia and sector-based professional bodies, is especially strong in the United Kingdom.62 Such literature informed the analysis of the Shoalhaven case study to foreground the important role that cultural organisations can play through seemingly small acts of care and connection.

			Conclusion

			Australian communities and organisations carry significant scars—experiences of drought, catastrophic fires and floods, and now the additional burden of the ongoing challenge of COVID-19. Regional communities are especially vulnerable, as they lack the wide networks and resources available in urban centres. Connal Lee and Sarah Northcott hypothesised that community galleries ‘can act as important focal points for creating networks and connectedness within the community … which promote well-being, through reduction of social isolation and creating bonds that promote solidarity’.63 The example of Shoalhaven Regional Gallery provides evidence for this claim. In this discussion, a regional cultural space is presented as a core civic space—a community hub. Closely embedded within its community, and responsive to its changing needs, the Shoalhaven Gallery harnesses its role as a social space to offer not just services but also opportunities to support, build and expand on ideas of social connection and resilience. Approached in this way, cultural institutions can become trusted sites of education and long-term repositories and dynamic organisations that are entangled within communities.

			In regional settings, this entanglement is enhanced because of strong connections to local government. It is widely acknowledged that ‘local government is at the heart of every community, and often best suited to build local civic pride, inter- and intra-community relationships, and strengthen resilience through stronger social bonds’.64 From a governance point of view, council-run cultural organisations are best placed to develop close relationships with allied services that can close the loop of community support. This can provide the holistic approach to wellbeing championed by those who support using cultural institutions to reduce social isolation. Evidence of this was seen in the way that Shoalhaven Gallery was prepared to connect distressed visitors with support services in Truth in Fire. There is scope to increase this impact by working across portfolios to better connect services and deliver more holistic support to communities. Some steps have been seen in this area: for example, representatives of the Shoalhaven Gallery were present at the Thrive Together Fair—‘a free one-day event that connects people doing it tough with local services and support’—in July 2022.65 This collaborative endeavour shows the potential role that the gallery can build upon to further augment its status as a community hub. McShane and Coffey argue that, in response to the challenges of the twenty-first century, we need to view community hubs as vital parts of ‘social systems’, a shift that will better ensure that ‘vulnerability is addressed and resilience is most effectively built’.66 Community and cultural hubs have an important role to play in supporting, building and expanding on ideas of social connection—both at the level of the individual and the community.

			This article has sought to recognise the key role that regional organisations play. The intimacy that comes from proximity—being part of a local community—is difficult to replicate at a state or national level, particularly as those institutions serve broader audiences and remits. The experience of Shoalhaven hints at possible ways to sustain community resilience as part of programs and events that encourage connection and work collaboratively beyond the cultural sector. It is vital that regional cultural institutions have a voice in the development of cultural and social policy. Greater recognition of their sustained impact on community wellbeing and contribution to a resilient society in Australia is an important area of research that could be expanded. A project like Regenerate is a perfect example of this potential: successfully initiated in Orange, it took on a new role in the Shoalhaven before finding a national platform at the National Botanical Garden to initiate a new conversation between local and national. Our focus now is to continue to speak with organisations to develop a richer and more detailed picture of current practice. We hope that this will help to make arguments for ongoing funding by drawing attention to the ways cultural organisations provide social value: being a voice for a civil society.
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			Universities from an epistemological point of view

			Daniel Stoljar

			When Prime Minister of Australia Scott Morrison called in 2020 for a reassessment of the social contract between universities and the rest of society, it was easy to be sceptical: politics was just below the surface. Still, whatever the underlying intent, the issue of the nature and social function of universities is an important and urgent one to address, and it is good that Morrison put it on the agenda.1

			From the perspective of my own discipline of philosophy, what is most apparent are the deep epistemological questions underlying the issue. Universities, as the philosopher David Lewis once put it, are dedicated, at least in the ideal case, to ‘the advancement of knowledge: its transmission by teaching, its expansion by research’.2 If there is a social justification for universities, it must be that the state legitimately wants what universities have, and what universities seem to have is knowledge.

			The moment we try to turn this vague thought into a coherent proposal about the social function of universities, however, we run into a major problem. Universities certainly contain lots of people who expand knowledge by research and transmit it by teaching; moreover, they do this almost entirely supported by the state and under conditions of considerable freedom. You might expect, therefore, that, if universities have a social function, the knowledge in question will be usable in some obvious way—by people obtaining jobs, by corporations and industry, by governments. But, while this sometimes happens, and while it is a good thing when it does, this is not the universal or even typical case, as a quick look at any academic journal will show. Across the research university, in both the sciences and the humanities, knowledge is driven by internal disciplinary pressures, is usually extremely technical or at least very complicated, and is often incomprehensible to the uninitiated.

			Why, then, do institutions of this general character play the social roles they do? What is in it for the state?

			Of course, questions like this have been asked many times in the past. I will look here at one particular answer and how it has changed over time, with a view not just to its inherent plausibility but also to its underlying epistemological assumptions.

			This answer was offered at the start of the nineteenth century by German idealist philosophers such as Fichte, Schelling and von Humboldt.3 They argued that if you want to understand the social function of universities, you should concentrate not on the objects of knowledge—that is, on the theories, models or claims advanced by particular individuals at particular times, nor on whether such things are usable. Rather, you should focus on the individuals who know such things—epistemic agents, we might call them—and on the distinctive characteristics and capacities of such agents. The basic idea is that the state requires epistemic agents of various sorts on a large scale—for example, to populate the civil service—and research universities are the only institutions that reliably produce them.

			It was Wilhelm von Humboldt’s version of this answer that became dominant. I think his view may be stated as follows. Suppose we have an ideal and infinite agent who knows everything about the totality of existence, not just its empirical physical aspects, but its moral, social and psychological aspects too. Consider now the individuals, both students and faculty, who make up a university—individuals, it need hardly be said, who are non-ideal and non-infinite. What such individuals aim to do, in von Humboldt’s picture, is to align themselves to the greatest extent possible with this ideal agent. Research is a matter of tracing out paths to knowledge that, while new to ordinary non-ideal agents, have already been taken by their ideal counterpart; teaching is a matter of cooperatively retracing older paths. Anyone, and so any student, who immerses themselves in such processes will become the sort of epistemic agent valued by the state. Hence universities ‘join objective knowledge with the formation of the subject’, as von Humboldt put it.4

			This picture of universities and their social role has a number of striking elements. There is no deep distinction between research and teaching; both are ways to achieve the same underlying goal. Nor is there any division between natural sciences on the one hand, and humanities and social sciences on the other. Since the knowledge of the ideal agent is unified, it makes little difference what part of it you align with. The picture also provides a basis for academic freedom: given that the state needs epistemic agents, it is in its own interest to leave universities alone to reliably produce them.

			It is not hard to see why the state in the figure of King Friedrich Wilhelm III accepted this line of reasoning, which it did when the University of Berlin was founded in 1810. Aside from its intrinsic features, one suspects several further assumptions were operating in the background that made it irresistible. One is that the ideal agent present in von Humboldt’s formulation is of a particular cultural type—a Prussian gentlemen, perhaps, or a German one. Another is that the agent is not simply a standard by which knowledge is measured but constitutes the world itself; this is partly what ‘idealism’ means in the phrase ‘German idealism’. From this vantage point, the university, the state and the world are in metaphysical harmony.

			Nevertheless, it would be wrong to dismiss von Humboldt’s answer just because it contains cultural and philosophical assumptions that, for us, are objectionable. A better move is to retain the basic idea but remove the baggage.

			One such view was offered by American pragmatist philosopher John Dewey a hundred years after von Humboldt, in the 1915 Declaration of Principles of the American Association of University Professors, a body formed by Dewey himself.5 It is challenging to give a coherent statement of Dewey’s pragmatism beyond saying that it is not German idealism. For him, key notions such as truth, knowledge and inquiry are subordinate to democracy in some fundamental sense, though what that really means remains elusive.6

			Still, Dewey’s position as regards universities is reasonably straightforward, and that is because it is structurally like von Humboldt’s. For Dewey, as for von Humboldt, universities are the only institutions that can provide the state what it needs—the difference is that, for von Humboldt, the state is an ethno-nationalist one, while for Dewey it is a democratic one.

			Why does the democratic state need epistemic agents? In part, Dewey’s answer is the old one: ‘for various branches of the public service’.7 But he also offers a more interesting reason: universities solve the basic problem of democratic states, namely, that while such states derive their ultimate authority from the public, they must at the same time avoid what Dewey calls ‘a tyranny of public opinion’.8 Dewey does not assume that the American state circa 1915 is democratic, but he thinks that democratic states in their nature require the epistemic agents that only universities produce.

			A different version of the Humboldtian justification appeared 30 years after Dewey’s declaration in the form of Vannevar Bush’s Science: The Endless Frontier.9 This was a report to the US president that Bush produced in his role as director of the Office of Scientific Research and Development immediately after World War II. Bush did not emphasise pressures internal to the state, such as the need for public servants or the threat of public opinion, though what he wrote was consistent with this. His point, rather, was that the US in 1945 confronted, and would continue to confront, huge external challenges (e.g. from global disease or hostile regimes). To respond to those challenges, the state would again require epistemic agents on a large scale, something that only universities could provide.

			Unlike von Humboldt and Dewey, Bush was no philosopher; he was an MIT-trained engineer turned Cold War planner. Yet the background epistemology of his report aligned (whether by design or chance) with a then dominant one in academic philosophy, namely, positivism, particularly the logical positivism of philosophers such as Rudolf Carnap who had, a few years earlier, escaped Europe for America.10 Positivism can mean several things, but here it means that genuine knowledge or science is restricted to the sort produced in the natural sciences and mathematics; whatever happens in the humanities may be okay in its way, but it is not the real thing. This is quite different from von Humboldt, who classified history and philosophy, for example, as sciences (‘Wissenschaften’) alongside physics and chemistry.

			Bush’s combination of the Humboldtian view with positivism leaves the humanities and social sciences badly exposed. Suppose universities have, as their internal aim, the expansion and transmission of knowledge and, as their external social aim, the production of epistemic agents needed by the state. If the notions of ‘knowledge’ and ‘epistemic agent’ are understood in a restricted positivist way, we lack a justification for universities insofar as they concern the humanities. Maybe this does not matter if money is plentiful, as it was in the US in the initial period after the war. But, at other times, the humanities will inevitably seem an optional extra, nice to have around but not strictly necessary.

			How to react? One might think this is the end of the line for von Humboldt and that the humanities stand in need an alternative defence (e.g. as keepers of traditions of thought).11 But a different reaction is, once again, to keep the Humboldtian structure but rethink the background epistemology.

			For there is nothing inevitable about positivism. Within academic philosophy it is mostly seen as outdated as German idealism or Deweyite pragmatism. The idea, in particular, that you should restrict notions of knowledge or inquiry to natural sciences is widely rejected; there is no coherent notion of ‘natural’ or ‘science’ that grounds such a restriction. Moreover, an injunction to privilege natural science disciplines on practical grounds runs into the problem that many parts of such disciplines have no immediate relevance, and many areas outside such disciplines do—the relation of linguistics to large language models and artificial intelligence is a recent example.

			Suppose then we try to offer anew the Humboldtian view of universities, this time paired with twenty-first-century epistemology. What would it look like?

			That is an open and exciting question. The nature of universities has been widely discussed by historians and sociologists, but contemporary philosophers pay it little attention.12 My own view is that a position of this sort would take something from each of the three incarnations of von Humboldt that we have looked at but move beyond them. From Dewey, it would take the view that universities play a necessary role in democracy. From Bush, it would take the view that universities are required as insurance against external challenges, whatever they happen to be.13 And, from von Humboldt himself, it would take the view that there is no philosophical justification for restricting terms like ‘science’ or ‘knowledge’ to natural science or knowledge.

			That is a plan for a position, of course, rather than a position. But if we could make it out clearly, we would have an answer to Morrison’s challenge about universities.
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			Reflections on the Ballet des Porcelaines: Between intention and impact

			Meredith Martin and Elisa Cazzato

			Part I: Scenario and intention (Meredith Martin)

			In 1739, at a château outside of Paris, a group of French aristocrats staged a ballet pantomime known as the Ballet des Porcelaines or The Teapot Prince. Written by the comte de Caylus, with music by Nicolas-Racot de Grandval, and based on a fairytale, it tells the story of an Asian sorcerer who rules a ‘blue island’ and transforms trespassers into porcelain. A prince gets stranded on the island and is turned into a teapot, and a princess has to rescue her lover by seducing the sorcerer, stealing his wand and breaking the spell. On the one hand a standard Orientalist fable, the ballet can also be read as an allegory for the intense European desire to know and possess the secrets of making porcelain, a quasi-magical substance that China had been producing for centuries. Though it would inspire later ballets featuring sleeping beauties and porcelain princesses, the Ballet des Porcelaines is virtually unknown and—until recently—had not been performed for nearly 300 years.

			Starting in Fall 2020, I teamed up with Phil Chan, a Chinese-American choreographer and co-founder of the advocacy organisation Final Bow for Yellowface, to revive this lost gem and update it for contemporary, multiracial audiences. By reimagining the ballet with a team of artists of mostly Asian descent, we aimed to consider the significance of historical dance for the present as well as to communicate the profound sense of mystery and desire that porcelain held in the past. This essay discusses our experiences in creating and presenting our new version of the ballet from 2021 to 2022 at venues throughout the US and Europe, including the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the University of Chicago, Princeton University, Waddesdon Manor and Brighton Royal Pavilion in the UK, and the Museo di Capodimonte and Palazzo Grassi in Italy. Borrowing terms used by Phil in his 2020 book Final Bow for Yellowface: Dancing between Intention and Impact, it focuses not only on our intentions regarding public engagement, but also on the ballet’s reception or impact in these varied cultural and institutional settings.1

			[image: Figure 1: ‘Nodding’ pagod with moveable neck and hands, c. 1760.
]

			Figure 1: ‘Nodding’ pagod with moveable neck and hands, c. 1760.

			Source: Meissen manufactory, hard-paste porcelain, 21.6 cm height. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, The Jack and Belle Linsky Collection, 1982 (1982.60.235).

			‘Desire’, or seduction, are not words that today’s audiences tend to associate with porcelain. And yet this material, known as ‘white gold’, was fiercely coveted among eighteenth-century European elites like Augustus the Strong, ruler of Saxony, who had a self-proclaimed porcelain ‘sickness’. The porcelain manufactory he founded at Meissen outside of Dresden in 1710 was the first European producer of true (hard-paste) porcelain, and, during the eighteenth century, it competed with Asian exports and with rival European manufactories like Sèvres for artistic and commercial dominance. The political, economic and cross-cultural dimensions of porcelain are fascinating. As an art historian specialising in early modern European art as well as French encounters with Asia, I have long tried to convey that fascination to students and to a broader public—although I have grown disenchanted with trying to do so through the usual scholarly channels. Thus when I first heard about the existence of this lost ballet, I became obsessed with the idea of reviving it. To my mind, it seemed an ideal vehicle for communicating the captivating, fraught history of porcelain in an accessible and meaningful way.

			However, I faced several immediate hurdles. First, only the ballet’s libretto and musical score survived, in a box in the archives of the national library in Paris, and there was almost no information about its original costumes, sets or choreography. Given my own lack of expertise in dance, I needed someone who could help me reimagine this work from the ground up, and who could also confront its problematic Orientalist subtext—such as the fact that, in the original fairytale, the prince and princess triumph over the Asian sorcerer by turning him into a ‘pagod’. Pagods were Chinese or Chinese-inspired porcelain figurines that were highly popular among eighteenth-century European collectors, but they also carried demeaning, racialised associations that resembled those of Chinese characters in European dance (see Figures 1 and 2).2 

			[image: Figure 2: Jean II Bérain (attr.), pagod costume from Habits de masquerade, c. 1725.
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			Figure 2: Jean II Bérain (attr.), pagod costume from Habits de masquerade, c. 1725.

			Source: Pen, ink and watercolor, 39.3 x 26.6 cm. Kupferstich-Kabinett, Dresden, Ca 102/24. © Kupferstich-Kabinett, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden. Photograph by Andreas Diesend.
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			Figure 3: The original cast of the Ballet des Porcelaines at the Cultural Services of the French Embassy/Villa Albertine headquarters at the Payne Whitney Mansion in New York City.

			Source: Photograph by Joe Carrotta.

			As I muddled over these issues, I had the great fortune to meet Phil Chan, whose work is devoted to eliminating offensive stereotypes of Asians in ballet in addition to promoting Asian creative talent.3 In our first meeting as collaborators we decided to recast the Asian sorcerer and turn him into a mad European porcelain collector on the model of Augustus the Strong, and to have dancers of Asian descent perform the roles of the prince and princess (Figure 3). (In our original cast, the prince and princess were danced by New York City Ballet soloists Daniel Applebaum and Georgina Pazcoguin, while Broadway actor Tyler Hanes was our sorcerer.) We did this not so much to invert the power dynamics of the original story as to make audiences think about the demeaning, one-dimensional ways that foreign ‘others’ have been portrayed in European ballet and to depict Asian characters with nuance, agency and humanity—a shift that seems especially pertinent for our present moment, given the recent uptick in anti-Asian racism and violence in the US and elsewhere.

			In addition to these casting changes, we engaged the Korean-American designer Harriet Jung to create porcelain-inspired costumes for our three dancers, as well as Kakiemon-esque robes for our baroque musicians, who performed onstage and served as our porcelain ‘island’ or set (Figure 4). With the help of our baroque dance specialist, Patricia Beaman, and Xin Ying, a principal dancer with the Martha Graham Company, Phil choreographed the ballet to combine baroque movement with classical Chinese dance inspired by his own training and background. Lastly, we had the Filipinx-American composer Sugar Vendil add some contemporary music to the baroque score, both to amplify its emotional power and to mimic the sounds of porcelain tinkling, shattering and crunching underfoot. Phil has likened our creative concept to kintsugi, a Japanese technique for repairing broken ceramics by mending them with gold or lacquer to highlight their flaws and make them stronger at the point of breakage. For me, it is a perfect metaphor—not only does this ballet come to us in fragments, but also it often feels like we live in a broken world. Our intention is to celebrate the lost historical fragments and imperfections of this work by making them stronger and hopefully more beautiful with our modern additions.

			[image: Figure 4: Harriet Jung, sketch for the musicians’ robes for the Ballet des Porcelaines, 2021.
]

			Figure 4: Harriet Jung, sketch for the musicians’ robes for the Ballet des Porcelaines, 2021.

			Source: Image courtesy of Harriet Jung.

			Part II: Performance and impact in the US and UK (Meredith Martin)

			From the beginning, Phil and I wanted to perform the ballet in unconventional settings: in museums with celebrated porcelain collections, and in universities whose educational and civic initiatives matched our own. Phil was excited by the possibility of choreographing the ballet in a modular, site-specific way that (like porcelain) would look and resonate differently in each new physical and cultural locale. We were delighted that most of the venues we approached responded with enthusiasm, and we were thrilled to have our world premiere take place in December 2021 in the sculpture galleries of the Metropolitan Museum of Art (Figure 5). On that occasion, we served as the opening night entertainment for the museum’s blockbuster Inspiring Walt Disney exhibition, which examined the influence of eighteenth-century decorative arts on Disney animation and set design—notably on films like Beauty and the Beast, which is based on a fairytale published one year after the Ballet des Porcelaines that was part of the same literary milieu.4 With hundreds of people attending the exhibition’s opening and chatting amid sips of champagne (as the ballet’s eighteenth-century audience would likely have done), our message may have gotten a bit lost amid the festivities, but we were given a later opportunity to discuss our approach at a scholarly event organised by the show’s curator, Wolf Burchard.

			For our performances at The University of Chicago and Princeton University in March 2022, we were able to introduce and contextualise the ballet prior to each performance, and we also participated in panels that invited other scholars and artists to respond to the work and share their expertise. We felt that this programming greatly enhanced the overall impact, not least because the participants added their own take or ‘spin’ on the project so that it continued to expand. At Chicago, we collaborated with Judith Zeitlin, a specialist in Ming-Qing literature and performance whose work explores related themes of animation and transformation in the Chinese context. She was instrumental in having the Center for East Asian Studies sponsor and promote our production—which enjoyed standing-room-only crowds for both performances—and in persuading the art historian Wu Hung to curate a related exhibition at the Smart Museum of Art entitled Porcelain: Material and Storytelling. Phil and I had not realised the extent to which the ballet’s themes resonated both with early modern Chinese literature and with the work of contemporary Asian artists like Yeesookyung and Geng Xue, both of whom were represented in the museum show (Figure 6).5

			[image: Figure 5: The prince and sorcerer during the premiere of the Ballet des Porcelaines in The Carroll and Milton Petrie European Sculpture Court at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 6 December 2021.]

			Figure 5: The prince and sorcerer during the premiere of the Ballet des Porcelaines in The Carroll and Milton Petrie European Sculpture Court at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 6 December 2021.

			Source: Photograph by Joe Carrotta.
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			Figure 6: Yeesookyung, Translated Vase Special Edition of Napoli #1 and #2, 2019.

			Source: Eighteenth century porcelain shards of the Museo di Capodimonte, plaster, polystyrene, epoxy, 24k gold leaf. Image courtesy of the Museo e Real Bosco di Capodimonte, Napoli.

			At Princeton, we were fortunate to collaborate with Wendy Heller, chair of the Music Department and a leading scholar of baroque music, who is completing a book about Ovidian metamorphosis in early modern Italian opera. It was her idea to expand our original five-person ensemble of musicians—a harpsichordist, two violinists, a viola da gamba and a theorbo player—and include a larger group of student players from Princeton’s Early Music program. Wendy also organised a performance (one of four we did at Princeton) for local high school students in connection with Trenton Arts at Princeton, followed by a lively Q&A between the students and our creative team (Figure 7). Although it had already been our vision to target different audiences (and therefore broaden our impact) with multiple performances at each site, the Trenton Arts civic engagement initiative fit in perfectly with our goals. Lastly, with the help of Christine Jones, who translated the libretto into English for our book about the production; Andrea Immel, curator of the Cotsen Children’s Library; and Elisabeth Rouget, a doctoral candidate in music, we assembled a presentation of rare books, porcelain figures and other materials relevant to the Ballet des Porcelaines. As at Chicago, the Princeton performances were free and open to the public—provided they registered in advance online and followed COVID protocols—and comprised both members of the university community and local residents.

			In June 2022, we embarked on a European ‘tour’ of 16 performances at four venues: two in the UK and two in Italy. (We were originally also meant to perform at the Sèvres national ceramics museum outside of Paris, but those performances had to be cancelled for budget reasons, so we organised a colloque and a screening of the ballet at the Institut national d’histoire de l’art (INHA) instead.) At Waddesdon Manor north of London, decorative arts curator Mia Jackson hosted us onsite and oversaw all four performances, which took place outdoors (during a massive heat wave!) on a stage set up between the manor’s garden façade and parterre (Figure 8). Of all of our venues, Waddesdon was probably closest to the ballet’s original eighteenth-century production, which was staged outdoors in the gardens of the château de Morville.6 Mia also arranged for local schoolchildren to attend a movement workshop taught by Phil followed by a performance, while another key collaborator, the French literary scholar Kate Tunstall, organised a symposium at Oxford that brought academics together with artists such as Hannah Lim, Matt Smith and Edmund de Waal. The symposium participants were asked to attend the ballet and discuss how it resonated with their work, and they all added important new insights to the project and its cultural politics. Kate additionally helped procure funding from TORCH (The Oxford Research Centre in the Humanities) to enable the baroque ensemble Instruments of Time & Truth to perform at Waddesdon (due to our limited budget, we employed local musicians at many of our venues). While at Waddesdon, one of several gorgeous photographs of the production taken by Paul Quezada-Neiman appeared in the ‘News in Pictures’ section of the London Times, which may have helped amplify public interest.
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			Figure 7: The sorcerer and princess during the performance for Trenton Arts at Princeton, Lewis Center for the Arts, Princeton University, 19 March 2022.

			Source: Photograph by Lou Chen.

			[image: Figure 8: The cast of the Ballet des Porcelaines in front of the garden façade of Waddesdon Manor (with the temporary stage in the background), June 2022. ]

			Figure 8: The cast of the Ballet des Porcelaines in front of the garden façade of Waddesdon Manor (with the temporary stage in the background), June 2022.

			Source: Photograph by Paul Quezada-Neiman / Alamy.
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			Figure 9: Phil Chan during rehearsal in the music room of the Royal Pavilion, Brighton, June 2022. 

			Source: Photograph by Meredith Martin.

			Next, we travelled south to Brighton to perform in the Music Room of the Royal Pavilion, an over-the-top Orientalist confection built for George IV (1762–1830; r. 1820–1830) in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, at the same time that Britain was increasing its imperial hold over China and the Indian subcontinent. Royal Pavilion curator Alexandra Loske and business development manager Charlotte Desjarlais devised an evening program that began with short talks by Alexandra and myself, followed by a tour of the pavilion, a glass of fizz and a performance with a Q&A. The program allowed audiences to immerse themselves fully in the history of the building, its collections and chinoiserie décor, and to think about how the ballet engaged with its setting (Figure 9). We were gratified to hear from Hedley Swain, CEO of the Royal Pavilion & Museums Trust, that our production would serve as an inspiration and a launching point for new diversity initiatives that he was planning to implement, and we also enjoyed meeting with UK-based curators who came to Brighton to see the ballet and were thinking along similar lines. Additionally, one of the greatest highlights of our entire ballet tour was having Lizzie Deane, Brighton’s marvellous mayor, attend a performance and invite us to an unforgettable tea the next day.

			I will let Elisa Cazzato tell you about our subsequent performances in Italy, but I wanted to end by saying that while we were organising our European tour, Phil arranged for the Ballet des Porcelaines to enter the repertory of the Oakland Ballet company. Oakland will continue to perform it at museums and universities but also at middle and high schools throughout the Bay Area, which has a high percentage of Asian-American students and has witnessed  tragic escalation in anti-Asian racism since the pandemic. In September 2022, the Oakland cast—Lawrence Chen as the prince, Karina Eimon as the princess and Logan Martin as the sorcerer—and artistic director Graham Lustig travelled to Minnesota to perform at Carleton College (where Phil was visiting faculty) and to the Boston area to perform at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and the Peabody Essex Museum (PEM) in Salem. At MIT, professors Kristel Smentek and Jeff Ravel organised a series of compelling panels that included the participation of the Oakland dancers, who, like Phil, spoke movingly of their own experiences with anti-Asian attacks during COVID. At PEM, curator and associate director Karina Corrigan and her team arranged performances for school kids as well as museum guests who were there to see her co-curated exhibition on early photography in China, whose themes of power and perspective resonated strongly with our production.

			In closing, I want to return to the issue of impact and ask how we might measure it. On the one hand, we thankfully succeeded in persuading our wish list of venues to host the ballet, and, for the most part, we enjoyed robust, diverse audiences and an enthusiastic press response. Impact, however, is obviously much more than this, and, as Phil writes in his beautiful essay for our book, what we wanted most out of the production was for audiences to feel something—we hoped to use this lost eighteenth-century ‘divertissement’ to communicate something meaningful (even if ugly, uncomfortable or violent) about the current state of our world and the ways we relate to each other. We were gratified to discover that this historical artifact, despite being hidden in a box for three centuries, still had ‘life’ in that sense and could elicit such a strong emotional response: one that, during the performances, was often felt as an energy shift or heat in the room, particularly during the scenes when the sorcerer transforms the prince into a teapot or when he disrobes the princess.

			One of the many lessons I learned from this project is that impact can often be enhanced simply by letting go: by trusting one’s collaborators (and the public), acknowledging one’s limits, and allowing other people and perspectives to take over so that a project can continue to change and grow. Impact, like dance, is constantly evolving, and it can be measured as much by future potential as by present success. I feel like our next chapter performing in the ‘sweaty high school gyms of the Bay Area’ (to borrow another phrase from Phil) has terrific potential, and I can’t wait to see what the outcome might be.

			Part III: Performance and impact in Italy (Elisa Cazzato)

			I had the great chance to be involved with this fascinating dance production thanks to a Marie Curie Global Fellowship, a generous grant I was awarded from the European Commission in 2020. The Ballet des Porcelaines perfectly matched with the timing and needs of my fellowship, which required engagement in interdisciplinary research and training beyond academia.7 Through my funding I could travel on tour with the production to understand, and learn, the many practical needs required in making a show, and I was also able to serve as the production’s costume manager. Being Italian, it was certainly of great interest to me to witness how the performance was staged and received in my own cultural context.

			The Italian tour, which took place in late June 2022, premiered in Naples as part of the Campania Teatro Festival. The performances were hosted in the Museo e Real Bosco di Capodimonte, a palace built in the eighteenth century by Carlo di Borbone (King Charles III of Spain, 1716–1788) to host his art collection. Annexed to the palace, the king and his queen, Maria Amalia of Saxony (who was the granddaughter of Augustus the Strong), also established the region’s first porcelain manufactory, Capodimonte, whose wares are distinguished by their delicate soft-paste surface and glossy sheen. One of the most precious artworks produced by the Capodimonte factory is the rococo and chinoiserie style Salottino di porcellana, a porcelain room made for Maria Amalia and originally located at the Villa Reale at Portici (Figure 10). (The room was moved to the Capodimonte palace at the beginning of the nineteenth century.) In Naples, the ballet’s début was preceded by two study days hosted by the Capodimonte and organised by Meredith Martin, Francesca Santamaria and Sarah Kozlowski, associate director of the Edith O’Donnell Institute of Art History and director of the Centro per la Storia dell’Arte e dell’Architettura delle Città Portuali ‘La Capraia’, which is affiliated with Capodimonte. The discussion focused on the history of porcelain rooms in a global context (Europe, Persia and Africa’s Swahili Coast), with a focus on materiality, display and circulation practices. Speakers included Prita Meier from New York University, Julia Weber (director of the Porzellansammlung in Dresden), Paola Giusti, curator of the decorative arts collections in Capodimonte, and Angela Carola-Perrotti, currently in charge of the rearrangement of a new porcelain room in the same museum.

			At Capodimonte, the production fit perfectly with its location for two reasons. First, because of the historical connection to its setting, since the ballet was performed in the Salone delle feste, the eighteenth-century ballroom of the palace located between Maria Amalia’s porcelain Salottino and the Gallerie delle Porcellane, the rooms housing the museum’s permanent porcelain collections. Second, because the contemporary reimagining of the performance matched the vision of modernisation that the museum’s former director Sylvain Bellenger had adopted since his arrival in 2015. Bellenger, who has extensive curatorial experience in Europe and the US (including the INHA in Paris and the Art Institute of Chicago), pushed the museum towards change, in part by exhibiting contemporary art together with old masters inside an historic location. One example that serves as a kind of precedent to the Ballet des Porcelaines is the 2020 exhibition Whisper Only to You by South Korean artist Yeesookyung (Seoul, b. 1963), whose artworks are created from broken pieces of porcelain using the kintsugi technique, and who was also featured at the University of Chicago’s Smart Museum show (see Figure 6).8
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			Figure 10: Georgina Pazcoguin as the princess in the Salottino di porcellana, Museo di Capodimonte, June 2022.

			Source: Photograph by Phil Chan.

			In terms of the ballet’s original music, there was a novelty introduced by the musicians of the Ensemble Barocco di Napoli, who performed at both Italian locations and had Phil Chan choreograph an entrance procession for them. The musicians opted to substitute one of the two violins in the production’s five-instrument ensemble with a baroque recorder and flute, a choice that gave the music an added sense of fairytale and enchantment. Starting with the premiere in Naples, the entire Italian tour was filmed by the French director Alain Fleischer, head of Le Fresnoy Studio National des Arts Contemporains, who has made a film of the Italian performances that will enable many more audiences around the world to experience this work. At Capodimonte, all four of the performances sold out and, despite the heat (and lack of air conditioning), the audience seemed charmed both by the dancers, who recited their opening lines in Italian, and by the production in general—one audience member, in fact, became upset and started complaining when her fellow attendees began clapping before the music had finished.

			The second Italian venue was Palazzo Grassi, built in the eighteenth century by Giorgio Massari as the residential palace of the Grassi family, with a white marble façade that faces the Canal Grande in Venice. The building was completely renovated in 2005, when the French entrepreneur François Pinault acquired it to display his collection of modern and contemporary art. As at the Capodimonte Museum, this site was also an ideal setting for this reimagined production. At Palazzo Grassi, the historic elements of the building are enhanced by its rich contemporary collection—not unlike the way in which the contemporary ‘kintsugi’ additions of the Ballet des Porcelaines give new light and richness to the original background of the story (Figure 11). In Venice, the support of the director Bruno Racine was a key aspect of the ballet’s success and resulted from a productive collaboration between the two Italian institutions (Capodimonte and Palazzo Grassi). As a former director of the Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Racine could perfectly understand the significance of discovering an unknown manuscript (in his own former institution), but as a director of a contemporary art collection, he also understood how the past needed to be put in dialogue with the present.
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			Figure 11: Performance of the Ballet des Porcelaines at the Palazzo Grassi, June 2022. 

			Source: © Palazzo Grassi, Pinault Collection. Photograph by Andrea Avezzù.

			Ultimately the ballet was well received in both Italian venues. As part of the Campania Festival, the performances in Naples required attendees to obtain a ticket (which only cost a few euros), while in Venice participation was free with advance online registration. All the performances were attended by a very broad audience of locals, foreigners (June is a big tourist month), young people and seniors. The Italian tour, perhaps more than any of the other performance sites, received extensive media coverage in both national and regional magazines and media channels—nearly 20 print articles in total, as well as a TV spot—including the Italian leading business magazine Il Sole 24 Ore and a review in the online academic journal Drammaturgia. The press reported positively on the innovative reinterpretation of this eighteenth-century divertissement and noted its explicit social message.

			However, this social message, although mentioned in every article, seemed only to be whispered between the lines, as if to postpone a conversation that Italy has not been in a rush to have. As highlighted in a recent publication, Italians are taught from an early age to avoid using the word ‘race’, since it is considered an ‘ugly’, inappropriate term in our linguistic culture.9 But, by avoiding this word, we have also become accustomed to sidestepping the possibility of engaging in any educational dialogue on the topic.10 In the country where opera was born, and where the arts continue to play a major role, any possible change in performance is frequently associated with the risk of cancel culture. This tends to generate feelings of fear and postpones any productive discussion until a major incident occurs, as in the 2022 querelles over the staging of Aida at the Arena di Verona, with the American soprano Angel Blue withdrawing from the production in protest over Anna Netrebko and other cast members performing in blackface. In the Italian context, the reimagined Ballet des Porcelaines was not only a charming fairytale production but also a first and exceptional step that will hopefully open up a constructive dialogue that seems long overdue.

			

			
				
						1	Phil Chan, Final Bow for Yellowface: Dancing between Intention and Impact (Brooklyn: Yellow Peril Press, 2020). For more on the ballet’s historical context as well as our process of reimagining and performing it, see Reimagining the Ballet des Porcelaines: A Tale of Magic, Desire, and Exotic Entanglement, ed. Meredith Martin (London: Harvey Miller Publishers, 2022), which contains essays by myself, Chan and many of the artists and curators involved in the production.


						2	Meredith Martin, ‘Once upon a Time at the Château de Morville: Commerce, Colonialism, and Chinoiserie in the Ballet des Porcelaines’, in Reimagining the Ballet des Porcelaines, 15–53.


						3	In addition to Final Bow for Yellowface, see Phil Chan, ‘My Porcelain Sickness’, in Reimagining the Ballet des Porcelaines, 54–69; Chan, Banishing Orientalism: Dancing between Exotic and Familiar (Brooklyn: Yellow Peril Press, 2022).


						4	Martin, ‘Once upon a Time’, 16, 23.


						5	Judith T. Zeitlin, ‘Chinese Fantasies of Porcelain on the Cusp between Life and Death’, in Reimagining the Ballet des Porcelaines, 136–40.


						6	Martin, ‘Once Upon a Time’.


						7	My participation in the Ballet des Porcelaines was funded by my research project SPECTACLE. My project received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation program under the Marie Skłodowska-Curie Grant Agreement no. 893106.


						8	Yeesookyung, Whisper Only to You, from an idea of Sylvain Bellenger and Andrea Viliani with Sabrina Rastrelli, Museo di Capodimonte (12 October 2019–13 January 2020), curated by Sabrina Rastelli, Paola Giusti and Maria Rosaria Sansone.


						9	Ann Morning and Marcello Manieri, An Ugly Word: Rethinking Race in Italy and the United States (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2022).


						10	During 2019–20, the Théâtre de l’Opéra in Paris filed a diversity statement pledging to no longer perform in blackface or yellowface, citing Phil Chan’s organisation Final Bow for Yellowface as a factor in its decision. No similar action has so far been taken in Italy.


				

			
		

	
		
			Selective rememberings? Access to ‘private’ documents at the National Archives of Australia

			Daniel Casey and Joshua Black

			Introduction1

			In Australia, academics and journalists have repeatedly invoked the ‘public interest’ and ‘the right to know’ in pursuit of administrative transparency.2 That perceived right is equally important, though not always effectively embodied, in national archives and other political and administrative record keeping institutions. These institutions, such as the National Archives of Australia (NAA), known as the Australian Archives (AA) between 1975 and 1998, ‘hold … the memory of our nation’ to ‘shape our future and help safeguard our democracy’ and support ‘integrity and accountability in public administration’.3 For researchers, the value of these institutions derives from their collection of both government documents and personal papers from a range of influential individuals. This means that their acquisition policies, depositing processes and access restrictions can profoundly affect the Australian nation’s capacity to know.

			While this volume is focused on ‘public humanities’ and how our cultural institutions need to operate to face current and emerging challenges, this article is concerned with the risk of privatised humanities, with vital records of former Australian ministers, prime ministers and governors-general not being accessible by the public. The issue was thrust onto the mainstream political agenda by the so-called ‘Palace Letters’ case, which considered whether letters between former governor-general Sir John Kerr and the Queen were ‘private’ or ‘official’, and therefore whether they could be viewed by historian Jenny Hocking and indeed the public at large. Were these documents, so vital to our understanding of Australian political history, destined to be public, or were they to be kept private, potentially in perpetuity? As this case demonstrated, researchers’ access to these documents can be severely limited, or even denied, due to restrictions imposed by depositors such as former politicians and governors-general. While Hocking was successful in that case, there are many similar restrictions on a large range of other important papers.

			Leaving sensational cases such as that one aside for the time being, this article addresses how Australia handles the papers of its former political leaders. How does this affect researchers’ access to these documents? And how does it shape our understanding of Australian history and public administration? In the wake of the decision in Hocking v. Director-General of the National Archives of Australia, what do our findings mean for researchers and the study of our history?

			This article uses freedom of information (FOI) requests made by Daniel Casey to the NAA, which sought to obtain details of donations from former prime ministers and ministers to the NAA; archival research; interviews with staff members of former prime minister John Howard; and documentary research.

			The article concludes that Australian approaches to personal political papers have been roughshod, inconsistent and too reliant on the good will of individuals with distinctly personal agendas. The introduction of eponymous prime ministerial research centres, along with the NAA’s new personal records acquisition framework, which focuses on former prime ministers and governors-general, further privileges the ‘official’ view of history rather than engaging with multiple voices, and reflects an unintended return of the ‘great man’ view of history. Based on these findings, we make specific recommendations to improve the management of the papers of former (prime) ministers to ensure that our history remains public, rather than private.

			A turf war or paper cuts? The history of collecting private political papers

			The legislative underpinnings of Australia’s official record keeping architecture at the federal level is the Archives Act, 1983, which requires that records of ‘national significance or public interest’ (particularly those relating to the ‘history or government of Australia’) be retained and transferred to the NAA for preservation.4 While this appears to work reasonably well for the vast majority of records that are created, managed and kept within the multitude of public service departments (gross irregularities notwithstanding),5 the system does not work anywhere near as well for (prime) ministerial records.

			When a prime minister leaves office, the paperwork in their possession constitutes a mixture of official and private records.6 As former director-general of the NAA Robert Neale put it, ‘official and private material is inextricably mixed’.7 There is no ‘default’ Australian arrangement for the requisitioning, handling and depositing of these materials. Ministerial staff often replicate official records for the minister’s personal use, and often these are then kept by the individual minister in their personal papers. In the wake of election defeats, bruising leadership contests and personal resignations, (prime) ministers quickly gather their documents into boxes and depart with them. For some former ministers, these papers ultimately go on to form the foundation of a political memoir.8 In principle, such practices may breach the Crimes Act, 1914 or the Archives Act, but there is little that public servants can do to prevent former Commonwealth officeholders from replicating and reviewing these quasi-personal records.9

			The situation was far worse in the years before the Archives Act was drafted and legislated. As Gideon Haigh has observed, the ‘national collecting mission’ was ‘uneasily divided’ in the mid-twentieth century between the fledgling Commonwealth Archives Office, which was tasked with preserving official papers, and the National Library of Australia (NLA), which courted the families of prominent public figures for deposits of personal papers.10 ‘Relations between the senior staff of the two institutions’, one manuscript librarian at the NLA later wrote, ‘were often frosty’.11 In that environment, cunning former leaders proved adept at the time-tested art of divide and conquer, evading requirements to surrender official documents by brazenly asserting private ownership, or alternately depositing them in the NLA, safely beyond the reach of the public service and officers of the Commonwealth Archives. As Patrick Mullins has shown, former prime minister William McMahon deposited his extensive collection of papers (both official and private in nature) at the NLA, and later had them returned to his own personal office to aid his quest to write a political autobiography.12 In this fashion, McMahon managed to preside over Treasury documents, Cabinet minutes and highly classified intelligence material in a relatively unprotected office in Sydney’s Westfield Towers.13 Ultimately, McMahon died, the autobiography was never finished or published, and the papers returned to the NLA where they remain near-inaccessible even to such a thoughtful historian as Mullins.

			A reform process commenced in the late 1970s that was intended to transform this unwieldy and inefficient state of affairs. The Archives Act and the Freedom of Information Act, 1982, understood to be ‘very much a sister piece of legislation’, were intended to strike the right balance between confidentiality and transparency, disclosure and discretion.14 When these pieces of legislation were first introduced and considered, private papers were readily identified as a potential problem. Reviewing the Archives Bill in 1978, the Senate Standing Committee on Education and the Arts received a range of submissions, with some arguing that the proposed legislatively established Australian Archives should be prevented from collecting private papers. The two key concerns were that the AA would ‘compete’ with the NLA, state libraries and university libraries for important documents and manuscripts; and that the AA might restrict public access to these personal papers.

			One of the main reasons advanced for the NAA continuing to collect personal papers is to enable former government officials to donate the entirety of their collection, without forcing them to split it between ‘private’ and ‘official’. There are clear benefits to this unity, given that these two categories are often ‘inextricably mixed’,15 not only physically (as the former director-general of the NAA suggested) but also over time and between people. The committee accepted these arguments about the benefits of allowing the NAA to continue collecting personal papers, and their view prevailed in the final legislation. As a result, section 5(f) of the Archives Act explicitly allows the NAA to ‘to seek to obtain, and to have the care and management of, material (including Commonwealth records) not in the custody of a Commonwealth institution’. Section 6(2) allows the NAA to agree to specific access conditions (including longer closure periods) for personal papers, which ‘have effect notwithstanding anything contained in Division 3 of Part V’ (which governs access to Commonwealth records). This provision gives the NAA, and the donor, significant leeway in decisions on how donated papers are managed. However, the Archives Act also provides that any Commonwealth records within these personal collections are governed by the normal access conditions set out in the Act.

			The Archives Bill was held up in committee deliberations because members of parliament (MPs) could not agree on the inclusion of the records of the Office of the Governor-General, specifically, vice-regal correspondence with the palace, in the broader designation of ‘Commonwealth records’. Changes to these provisions were essential to the final passage of the Bill. When the Bill was finally passed in the early months of the Hawke Labor government in 1983, the matter had been firmly resolved: all records created in the course of discharging an official duty, including vice-regal correspondence, would be deemed Commonwealth property.16 In his second reading speech, Home Affairs Minister Barry Cohen stressed that the Archives Act would ensure the ‘proper management’ of and ‘public access’ to Commonwealth records.17

			NAA takes the lead: Current practice

			Having set out the legislative history and framework, we can now look at the practice. This section will explore how the NAA collects personal records before discussing the type and length of access restrictions that individuals have imposed on their deposited papers. Despite the aspirations reflected in the Archives Act, subsequent practice has rarely lived up to its promise of transparency and accessibility.

			The donation of papers by former prime ministers and governors-general is now commonplace. A search of the NAA catalogue reveals that more than 266 metres of papers donated by former prime minister John Howard, for example, are already in the open-access period. The new NAA acquisitions policy, released in March 2022, states that:

			The National Archives actively seeks to acquire non-Commonwealth or personal records of national significance and public interest, which complement the archival resources of the Commonwealth, retain evidence of accountable government, and provide a source for future scholarship.

			Our priority is to collect personal records of governors-general and prime ministers. We may also consider acquiring records collected by other significant individuals associated with the Commonwealth Government.18

			Together, the NAA’s legislative framework and acquisitions policy have facilitated the collection of a substantial corpus of personal papers encompassing both Commonwealth and private records. Howard, for example, has donated papers across his political career, covering his initial entry into parliament in 1974, his ministerial activities in the Fraser government (1975–83), his period in Opposition (1983–96) and his period as prime minister (1996–2007). Similarly, the NAA holds significant collections of Shadow Cabinet papers, including from then Opposition leader Malcolm Fraser in 1975, which are crucial for historians and political scientists to understand the events around the dismissal of the Whitlam government. There are also Shadow Cabinet papers from a range of politicians including Laurie Brereton, Gough Whitlam, John Faulkner, Peter Costello, Bronwyn Bishop and Andrew Peacock. These papers can help paint a much more comprehensive picture of Australian political history than the official record alone.

			However, the removal of the need to carefully separate ‘private’ and ‘official’ papers, and the lack of controls preventing executive officeholders from retaining official documents, afford the NAA and individual politicians enormous discretion over a much larger collection of material than is desirable. As noted above, it was common for outgoing ministers and prime ministers to retain originals and/or marked copies of official paperwork. Despite the introduction of the Archives Act, this pattern seems to have continued, with little accountability and even less consequence. In June 1991, after a failed leadership challenge, Treasurer Paul Keating returned to the backbench and took a substantial archive with him. One of his newly minted advisers, Dr John Edwards, relocated to The Australian National University for a brief spell to begin work on a biography of his boss. ‘I took the entire collection of [Keating’s] personal office files to the Australian National University’s Research School of Social Sciences’, Edwards explained in the preface of his subsequent book. The archive contained ‘thousands of documents’, most of which were likely Commonwealth property or duplicates thereof.19 It appears that a similar process occurred when Keating departed the prime minister’s office five years later. All of the original Cabinet minutes and submissions of the 1980s and 1990s were archived in the usual fashion, but other significant materials from Keating’s office were taken and stored in a self-storage warehouse in Alexandria, only to be destroyed in a blaze in February 2003. Sydney’s Daily Telegraph reported that the ‘equivalent of a presidential library’ had been lost, and a spokesperson for Keating claimed that the records had been ‘of historic and public interest’.20 The records were described as ‘personal papers’, but it is likely that the archive contained material better understood as Commonwealth records.

			An FOI request by Casey identified an internal memo, written by a public servant at the NAA in 1988, noting that a former economic adviser to Minster Bob Hawke appeared to have taken his copies of Cabinet submissions with him. The memo expressed concern that they may be ‘stored in a garage or similar’.21 This practice of taking personal copies of official material continued in the Howard government. A former member of Howard’s staff has confirmed to one of the authors that they:

			would keep a copy of the letter even, whether it was to a member of the public or to another Minister, we would keep a copy. And every month we put into boxes every single bit of paper the PM had seen that month. And there were, by the time I left, there was a room full of boxes, box after box after box of paper that, all month by month, year by year … it was put aside as the Prime Minister’s records … we were meticulous in keeping everything for Howard and month by month, whatever.22

			And as recently as 2022, it appears that ministers in the outgoing Morrison government sought to keep copies of official government documents. An FOI request reveals that the Department of Home Affairs sought advice from the NAA about the treatment of duplicate Commonwealth records. In turn, the NAA advised that ‘there is no scenario where the Minister gets to keep copies—at least not without [the NAA] giving special, specific permission’.23 Whether the recently departed administration adhered to these principles more scrupulously than their predecessors is yet unclear.

			These caches of documents, potentially unlawfully removed in the first place, are well represented among the personal collections that are then ‘donated’ to the NAA. For example, series M4326, entitled ‘Ministerial Correspondence of John Winston Howard as Prime Minister’, currently contains around 1,500 items in the open-access period, each containing his paperwork for that day (his daily program; briefs from the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet; correspondence he saw or signed; and Cabinet agenda). They are a mix of original documents (such as letters from international dignitaries, his ministers and members of the public), and photocopies, which, as noted above, were made by his staff for him to retain after the originals had been returned to his department. It is unclear why the originals were kept by Howard and his office, rather than being provided to his department for appropriate action and filing on a departmental record. Regardless, they are ‘official’ documents. The issue that then arises is that we do not know how the NAA is treating this type of archival series. It is an ‘M’ series, which indicates that it was donated by a Commonwealth person, and the metadata shows that the agency/person recording and controlling the documents was Howard, rather than his department, and directs researchers to ‘refer to the depositor agreement for access conditions’. This indicates that the NAA is treating at least some of the documents as private, although the depositor agreement itself is not provided, making it difficult for researchers to refer to it. Treating ‘official’ papers as ‘private’ is particularly an issue where a donor may choose an extended closure period (such as 30 years, rather than the statutory 20 for most records, or until after their death). This situation is also creating significant problems under the Freedom of Information Act, which exempts documents that have been donated to the NAA but does not exempt documents transferred by Commonwealth agencies.24

			While Howard appears to have donated the vast bulk of his paperwork, it is less clear how comprehensive are other donations of personal records. Relying on individuals to ‘donate’ material that they removed from their ministerial office creates a slow, ad hoc and discretionary system. In December 2018, the NAA advised a Senate Committee that former prime ministers Kevin Rudd, Julia Gillard, Tony Abbott and Malcolm Turnbull had not provided their official diaries to the NAA, even though they had been out of office for some time.25 It is unclear where those diaries are (or if they have now been transferred to the NAA); for example, they may have been appropriately filed with the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet. FOI requests made by Casey to the NAA show that Turnbull sent a two-line email from his personal email address on his iPad to the director-general of the NAA in 2019 saying: ‘I have a [REDACTED]. Are you interested in them?’26 Similarly, there were significant delays in physically acquiring Rudd’s records. He left office for the second time in 2013, but FOI requests show that it was two years before he transferred around 100 boxes of material, with the NAA noting that ‘some of the records … were expected to be sensitive or classified in nature’.27 This raises questions about why Rudd, and other former prime ministers, continued to hold classified material for years after leaving government. It was proposed that further material from Rudd’s office be transferred in late 2016, but it is not clear whether this consignment included any Commonwealth records.28

			The problem remains that, for many papers, even once they reach the NAA, the distinction between ‘private’ and ‘official’ is murky. At one end of the spectrum is paperwork from a politician’s time on the backbench or in Opposition. These documents cannot have been generated in the course of discharging any duties of executive office, and therefore cannot be ‘official’.29 Less clear, however, is material such as letters from the Liberal Party Federal Secretariat about public opinion on a range of government policies,30 a letter from a teenager about joining the Liberal Party31 or a letter about internal Liberal Party pre-selection matters.32 While it could be argued that these papers are ‘party political’ rather than ‘official’, most would have received responses from the prime minister’s office, using publicly funded ‘Office of the Prime Minister’ stationery with the Commonwealth coat of arms, and written and signed by publicly funded officials. The fact that official ‘government’ responses rather than Liberal Party responses were provided indicates that these should similarly be treated as ‘official’ records.

			Unfortunately, neither the original 1978 Senate Committee that considered the Archives Bill, nor the Australian Law Reform Commission, considered the definition of ‘private’ papers, including whether and when papers from former (prime) ministers were ‘private’. However, in evidence to the Senate Committee, Neale noted:

			The papers of Lord Bruce, for example, are called personal papers. They are copies of every cable sent by Bruce and received by Bruce while he was in office in London, every record of conversation he had with every ambassador and with every British official, and of records, of which he should never have made, of debates which took place in the British War Cabinet. There is nothing whatsoever private or personal about them. They are copies of official records and in the [Archives Bill] sense they are copies of Commonwealth records … Many other Ministers have followed this practice and they have kept in their offices complete sets of copies of correspondence crossing their desk.33

			Neale noted that, in some instances, ministers or senior public servants made copies for their own records; however, the mere fact that an official document has been photocopied does not mean that it is no longer an ‘official’ document. As Justice Edelman noted in Hocking, ‘the principle of loyalty which underlies public office, and which precludes public officers from benefiting personally from their office’ would effectively preclude a former (prime) minister gaining ownership of an official document merely by making a copy.34 This was Hocking’s central contention in the legal contest over the ‘Palace Letters’. In that case, to draft his own political autobiography Matters for Judgement (1978), the former governor-general had asked the official secretary at Yarralumla, David Smith, to discreetly photocopy his vice-regal correspondence with the palace. Smith did so, on site at Government House, using institutional resources, in the dead of night when all else were asleep. Hocking made the further point that Smith not only played a role in creating the duplicates of these official records, but also in creating the originals in his capacity as official secretary.35 While not the case in Hocking, in most cases, the copies were usually made for an official purpose, by a person in their official capacity, using official resources, and the information contained therein remained official, and often classified.

			Nevertheless, these personal records collections are vital, not least because they reveal, in their structure, what they individual who curated them found important. Further, they matter because finding these same documents in departmental records collections is often impossible, either because of disjointed and unclear record keeping practices, or because they have been destroyed.

			Formal, informal and cultural restrictions on access

			Having shown the importance of the distinction between ‘private’ and ‘official’ papers, we now turn to examining what restrictions donors have placed on their papers, as well as other forms of access restrictions. Broadly, we identify two classes of restrictions, those imposed by the donor and those imposed by the NAA.

			As explained above, section 6(2) of the Archives Act allows donors to place access restrictions on their donations. Within ‘donor-imposed’ restrictions, there are two types of additional access restrictions: donors may choose an extended closure period and they may impose additional requirements for access (such as approval of the donor’s family). For example, Fraser wrote in 1983:

			Until my death, access shall be granted only with my personal authority … After my death, if my wife survives me, access shall be granted only with the personal authority of my wife … After the death of my wife and myself, access may be granted to serious students of history [who have] an established professional standing and reputation, at the expiration of 30 years from the date of lodgement of the said papers.36

			Fraser included both types of restrictions: an extended closure period of 30 years measured from the date of lodgement of the papers (in this case 1983), rather than the year of their creation, as then applied to most official records; plus additional approval requirements during the life of the depositor and in perpetuity. Importantly, the ongoing limitation that access would be limited to ‘serious students of history [who have] an established standing and reputation’ could be interpreted as preventing many journalists, amateur historians, PhD candidates or early career researchers from gaining access to Fraser’s papers. While it is not clear how this provision is being interpreted and applied by NAA staff, the question is whether such restrictions are ever appropriate or acceptable. Specific restrictions (such as limiting access to certain individuals) were also placed on some of their papers by prime ministers Whitlam, Keating and Hawke. Prime Minster Howard placed no restrictions on his papers.37

			The second class of restrictions are those imposed by the NAA itself, whether explicitly or through institutional culture. These can be considered under four main categories. First, the NAA does not publish the instruments of deposit, even though, in many instances, its own online search engine, RecordSearch, expressly directs researchers to this instrument to determine access conditions. These were not provided to one of the authors when requested, and he was forced to apply under the Freedom of Information Act, after which they were eventually released. Second, some donated records series, such as some of those belonging to Paul Keating, have no items on RecordSearch at all.38 Gaining access to anything in these series becomes an ‘unknown unknowns’ challenge.

			Third, there continues to be a significant delay in the NAA reviewing and opening records for public examination. While the Archives Act imposes a statutory 90-day timeframe, the NAA recently advised that it is dealing with more 20,000 access applications that were submitted more than a year ago, with more than half of those submitted more than five years ago.39 This means that applications submitted at the start of a PhD may still be outstanding at the end of a postdoctoral program. These delays are neither new nor isolated. Indeed, journalists were reporting on them as early as 1985, just one year after the implementation of the Archives Act.40 Similarly, the NAA’s 2018–19 Annual Report (chosen to avoid any COVID-related impacts) shows that almost a third of complex applications took more than the statutory 90 days to be finalised, and that the NAA had a backlog of more than 20,000 applications. A significant proportion of the delay is due to the legislated need to consult other agencies: more than 2,300 applications that are over five years old are pending advice from the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. Departments are not held accountable for these delays, as there are no statutory timeframes imposed on other agencies to respond to the NAA. In addition, the NAA appears to prioritise its proactive release program, which facilitates the release of certain documents without a specific public access request. The documents released under this program often appear targeted at genealogists and family historians (with a significant focus on military records), whom the NAA then charges for record digitisation. For example, in 2021–22, 622,573 records were examined for release, of which less than 5 per cent were in response to access applications from the public—the balance were part of the proactive release program.41 This prioritisation is bound to cause delays in processing those records that are actively sought by researchers.

			Finally, there is evidence for significant delays in processing existing material, which prevents researchers from gaining access to it. For example, Prime Minister Gillard donated material from as early as 1992,42 which, in the normal course of events, should have entered the open-access period in 2013. However, as of 1 November 2022, none of Gillard’s material is available through the NAA’s RecordSearch interface.

			Each of these small decisions—deciding what is ‘worthy’ of keeping, what access requests to prioritise, what materials are on RecordSearch, what access conditions the NAA will accept—builds a culture that makes ‘some stories eligible for historical rehearsal and others not’.43 In 2006, the NAA decided to expand the scope of its private records collections to include those of ‘leaders of the Opposition and minor parties in order to reflect the broad range of individuals involved and influential in Government decision-making’.44 However, this was reversed a decade later with a decision to ‘narrow the scope of records the Archives seeks to acquire and [redefine] the priority target categories’45 to include only former Prime ministers and governors-general, as well as others who had already previously donated their records. This selective records management was reinforced in the 2022 policy, which continued to restrict the NAA’s focus to former prime ministers and governors-general, and, therefore, to contain the ‘official’ view of history, rather than engaging with multiple voices,46 such as leaders of the Opposition who were never prime minister and other significant parliamentarians, including leaders of minor parties. Would the NAA have collected the papers of Australia’s first female parliamentarians or Cabinet ministers, or first Indigenous parliamentarians or Cabinet ministers under this new acquisitions policy?

			Indeed, the logical consequence of the NAA’s acquisition policy is a continuation of the ‘great man’ conception of history that historians have spent the past century disavowing. Unlike the Victorian intellectual Thomas Carlyle, contemporary historians do not believe that the ‘history of the world is but the biography of great men’.47 (Nor, we hasten to add, was this the sum total of Carlyle’s beliefs about individuals in history.48) In that light, the NAA’s acquisitions policy appears somewhat regressive. Parliamentarians who are women, or Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islanders, or who sit as Independent MPs are actively deprioritised in the NAA’s avowed acquisition agenda. The NAA risks conflating national history with elite political biography, which in turn courts the accusation, as Blair Williams has suggested, that ‘women’s lives and women’s stories are not worth recording’.49

			Going forward and the fallout from Hocking

			Significant further discussion about how our political history is managed will be needed after Hocking. The case ensured that the ‘personal and confidential’ correspondence between governors-general and the Crown is regarded as official material, which must be provided to the NAA and eventually made public. However, the case leaves many questions unanswered, including in relation to documents that are kept in ministerial offices. It is broadly accepted that there will be both ‘personal’ and ‘official’ documents in a minister’s office, and indeed the High Court noted that these categories exist on a spectrum—they are not binary. However, recognition of a spectrum of categorisation brings us no closer to better archival practice.

			Justice Edelman reinforced the commonsensical approach that documents ‘created or received officially and retained institutionally’ should be considered ‘official documents’ under the Archives Act:

			The fact that something is created or received by a public officer in the course of performance of public duties is a powerful indicator that … the Commonwealth institution has a property right in that thing. But documents are commonly created or received in the course of performance of public duties where the creation or receipt is entirely personal and not institutional. Examples are preliminary working papers, personal notes or drafts of a final product created by judges, Ministers, Senators or the Governor-General. (Edelman J, concurring)

			Official documents are the property of the relevant department, even if they are temporarily in the custody of a minister, who is therefore responsible for ensuring that they are returned to the relevant department after they leave office (and are not sent to a self-storage centre in Alexandria).

			Dedicated research centres in Australia

			In the 1990s and 2000s, the imagined Australian ‘equivalent’ of presidential libraries became an increasing reality with the rise of prime ministerial libraries, a confounding addition to the archival landscape.50 For some, this has been a welcome addition to the national project of record keeping and historical research in the ‘public interest’; for others, it signals the (unwelcome) encroachment of American practices into Australian political culture.51 Since the late 1980s, prime ministerial libraries have been established on the campuses of Australian universities in honour of Deakin, Curtin, Menzies, Whitlam, Fraser, Hawke and Howard. However, by and large, these institutions do not hold much in the way of official records. The Bob Hawke Prime Ministerial Library, housed at the University of South Australia, Adelaide, holds some ‘private papers’ transferred from the NAA to the new institution in 1997, but the bulk of its holdings contain personal papers from Hawke’s career at the Australian Council of Trade Unions, his work as the member for Wills and his post-political life.52 By way of contrast, Cabinet minutes and submissions, official correspondence and departmental briefings, among other things, remain at the NAA.53

			The John Howard Prime Ministerial Library is, in this respect, unusual. It combines official material that it stores on behalf of the NAA; personal material of Howard that he donated to either the NAA or the library; and personal material of other people of interest from the Howard government, including other ministers (e.g. Tim Fischer and David Kemp) and political staff in Howard’s office (e.g. Tony O’Leary and John Perrin). In late 2018, the Morrison government allocated A$13.5 million to augment the University of New South Wales’s investment in the project,54 but no federal funding was provided to any university, library or research centre for a Labor prime minister. This contrasts to Prime Minister Howard who, in 2000, refused to provide funding to either the Hawke Library or to the University of Melbourne to establish a Menzies Library, arguing that adequate funding had been provided to the NAA to maintain prime ministerial records.

			The danger these research centres represent is the further privatisation of the archival record, with the temptation to treat increasing numbers of documents as ‘private’ to enhance the significance of eponymous research centres. As Piggott noted, ‘much about a society can be revealed by the mode it adopts to memorialise and remember its political leaders’.55 The previous norm of having such records kept by the NAA need not be seen as a ‘failure’ to establish dedicated research centres, but an active reflection of the ‘first among equals’ nature of prime ministers. The rise of prime ministerial libraries reflects a systemic privileging of prime ministerial power in the public imagination of politics. Such institutions share a cultural landscape with other forms of remembrance—high-profile political memoirs, exclusive television interviews, dramatic or hagiographic documentaries and even the occasional biopic film—that refract policy debates and political events through the prism of individual leadership.56

			Most of these institutions, such as the Hawke Prime Ministerial Library, are exceptionally responsive and earnest in their efforts to aid the larger project of political and historical inquiry. But, when it comes to institutions such as these, significant discretionary power is left to the depositor and the institution, and comparatively little to the researcher. This also means that the records of individual prime ministers (including prime ministers Hawke, Fraser, Howard and Menzies) are now split across multiple institutions, creating difficulties and risks for researchers who may not realise they are only consulting a partial collection.57 An official and comprehensive research guide, such as those pertaining to Fraser’s and Hawke’s papers, is the best insurance against partial research, but there is often a long lag between the separation of papers and the availability of a comprehensive archival guide.58

			Discussion

			This article has shown that the collecting and maintaining of records of former prime ministers of Australia is inconsistent, ad hoc and discretionary. Consequently, current processes can result in severe restrictions on access to key documents in our history, and in the creation of ‘private’ humanities archives rather than the ‘public humanities’ that this volume seeks to explore and promote. As outlined above, the Hocking case should encourage us, as researchers, scholars and practitioners, to confront directly how we want papers of former (prime) ministers to be managed.

			Clearly, individuals should have discretion over the management of their papers that are genuinely personal, such as family letters and photos and papers from pre-political careers. This can include restrictions on access to protect their family. It would be a retrograde step to inadvertently disincentivise individuals from donating papers. However, there are a range of steps that the NAA could take to improve transparency on these matters.

			We still have not yet met the call from Piggott in 2005 to ‘get the framework right’.59 The main challenge is creating a consistent structure and process to ensure the retention of papers of former prime ministers, including confirming the division between ‘official’ and ‘private’. This will help to prevent key papers not being transferred to the NAA, being subject to longer closure periods or being subject to stricter access conditions. The uncertainty around the status of papers of former ministers was considered in 1998 by the Australian Law Reform Commission in Australia’s Federal Record: A Review of Archives Act 1983. The commissioners expressed concern that:

			the present Act does not make specific provision for the records of former ministers … The official records of ministers are a significant element in Commonwealth recordkeeping. They should be defined clearly as Commonwealth records.

			The commissioners recommended that ‘the legislation should provide that any records created or received by ministers in the course of undertaking their ministerial responsibilities are Commonwealth records’.60 Unfortunately, that recommendation has never been implemented. This change, particularly in the wake of Hocking, would help to ensure that these records remain in public custody, and for the use of researchers into the future.

			Second, clearer direction is required to preserve documents generated by ministerial advisers. Advisers have grown in number and in influence over a period of decades,61 and ownership of the material they create in the course of their duties requires finer regulation than has been the case thus far. The Archives Act requires ministerial staff to refrain from destroying or removing documents provided to them by the relevant department. However, it is unclear whether the Archives Act would cover documents that were created within the ministerial office, which were never registered in the filing systems of the department. A significant volume of papers from Howard’s advisers has been deposited in the NAA and in the John Howard Prime Ministerial Library, and Hawke’s former economic adviser Ross Garnaut has submitted his papers to the NAA. However, it is unclear whether advisers to other prime ministers have similarly provided their papers to the NAA, or if they have been destroyed or retained privately.

			Third, where there are bespoke access restrictions, the NAA should include these details in the relevant RecordSearch entry, so that researchers know that the records exist and understand what barriers there may be to accessing them. While there are often legitimate reasons for restricting access to genuinely private records, there is no legitimate reason to hide their very existence.

			Finally, as noted above, the Archives Act currently does not have any rules on access requirements that donors can place on their papers. This differs from the NLA, whose Act explicitly requires that their collection be managed in ‘the national interest’.62 Consideration should be given to similar amendments to the Archives Act to ensure that ‘the national interest’ in public access is considered prior to any donation being finalised. Undue restrictions ought not to be allowable under legislation that promises to ‘encourage, facilitate, publicise and sponsor the use of archival material’.63 There is something inherently undemocratic about the stipulation that only those of ‘established professional standing and reputation’ may access documents that shed light on the national past.
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			Art, archive and public imaginary: Reflexive curatorial practice and exhibiting Australian filmmaking

			Jennifer Coombes and Penelope Grist

			Introduction

			Since the early twentieth century, filmmaking has been one of the dominant forms of cultural and creative expression in Australia and globally. It therefore merits a place in national cultural institutions’ collections and exhibitions. Between 2003 and 2021, the National Portrait Gallery (NPG) and the National Film and Sound Archive (NFSA) in Canberra produced three exhibitions about Australian film. Two surveyed the achievements of Australians in the film industry over a century: Australians in Hollywood (AIH) (2003) and Starstruck: Australian Movie Portraits (Starstruck) (2017). The other, Australians and Hollywood (A&H) (2022) focused on the 1970s through to 2021. These exhibitions allow for a comparative analysis of the often-invisible decision-making that shapes curatorial practice and contributes to understandings of the nature of curatorial agency and its contexts. From our own professional experience, it is rare for curators and the organisations they work for to engage in sustained reflection on their professional practices, including exhibition-making.

			In curatorial and museum studies, the idea of an exhibition as research grounded in work practice was articulated in Peter Bjerregaard’s concept of ‘knowledge-in-the-making’.1 Approaching exhibition curation as a knowledge-making process that offers potential new insights also means considering exhibition development as a practice distinct from exhibition presentation. Therefore, our analysis is internally focused and excludes public or critical responses to the exhibitions. Similarly, this analysis focuses on the development of the exhibitions for their original venues: both AIH and Starstruck were touring exhibitions, but the curatorial impact of travelling is a distinct analysis that is not addressed here. Through our comparative investigation of exhibition-making, this article aims to enrich the study of curatorship by unpacking how exhibitions are created, why certain objects and styles of display are chosen, and how they are authored and produced.

			In 2012, art historian Terry Smith, in his book Thinking Contemporary Curating, wrote:

			More than any written record, exhibitions themselves are the intertexts that curators use to speak to each other. It is usually done so, however, in textual silence and not leaving much in the way of written traces.2

			We propose, and model, a methodology in this article that responds to the challenge of curatorial reflexivity suggested by Smith. He encouraged curators to make ‘visible this dialogue between exhibitions … to articulate what we have posited as the core, distinctive unique medium of curatorial discourse … of exhibition making’.3 In this context, the term ‘reflexive’ is understood to mean a practice of exhibition-making characterised by curators reflecting on their practice. As such, we position ourselves as practising curators modelling this methodology. The core of our reflexive analysis consequently rests on the exhibition we co-curated, Starstruck, supported by observation and investigation of AIH and A&H.

			Foundation for comparison

			All three exhibitions analysed here engage with the same elements of the public imaginary. In this article we use the concept of ‘the public imaginary’ as it has emerged from psychoanalysis and philosophy to refer to a collective consciousness of meaning beyond immediate perception.4 All three exhibitions engage closely with the public imaginary surrounding the making of films: that is, how movies are made and the stories of those who make them. This includes a collective consciousness of glamour and celebrity, of the creative process, and of the distinct rules and hierarchies of the film set. ‘Behind the scenes’ narratives make up the core content of all three exhibitions. Further, these exhibitions were produced by two institutions that, through their legislative basis, are required to engage with the public imaginary of nationhood in that they must ‘use every endeavour to make the most advantageous use of the national collection in the national interest’.5 This includes the public imaginary of Australia’s relationship with Hollywood, its national character, and its pride and achievement. This analysis therefore addresses curatorial engagement with these aspects of public imaginary, rather than the exhibitions’ relationships with the films themselves and contributions to film scholarship.

			Another reason these three exhibitions offer such fertile ground for analysis is that the sheer volume of potential content, in terms of material culture and potential storytelling, forced active and influential curatorial agency. This intense curatorial focus extended not only to selection of the exhibits but also to choosing from myriad stories to tell in the interpretation. As the AIH introductory text tellingly observed:

			The story of Australian achievement in Hollywood is too large and various to be told in any one place. It is not possible, on these walls, to document the exploits of every single Australian who has left a mark on Hollywood film. The best we can hope to do is celebrate some highlights of the story so far.6

			The subject matter of these exhibitions—filmmaking—makes imagined lives and worlds real through a creative process that generates a trove of material culture and imagery. In this comparative discussion, our pivotal example, Starstruck, for which the NFSA and the NPG worked together, influenced the analytical structure for this article, as it threw into relief the key areas of tension in the push and pull of interdisciplinary and collaborative research. These included decisions around the exhibition themes and design; interpretation; and the vexed and mutable nature, significance and value of ‘the original work of art’.

			Methodology

			The methodology that we both propose and model here examines three areas of curatorship and reflects on the themes that are revealed through a reflexive curatorial practice. The three areas are:

			
					Analysis of the selection of objects and images to be included in the exhibitions to reveal the priorities and restrictions of curatorial practice.

					Close reading of the interpretation in the exhibitions to analyse how institutional memory, decision-making and structures shape curatorial practice.

					Examination of the way the exhibitions reinforce or generate significance and value in particular stories and objects to illuminate the distinctiveness of this physical and experiential mode of public communication and dissemination of knowledge.

			

			Taken together, these elements of curatorship shape the ‘knowledge-making process’ of developing exhibitions.

			This analysis also highlights the research value of critiquing and reflecting on the exhibitions one is producing, particularly those sharing concepts and material culture drawn from national collections. We analyse how narratives are shaped by both national institutional remit and the requirement for visitor engagement, and, additionally, how collaboration transforms those stories. Each of the three exhibitions examined here stood alone, for, despite the overlapping subject matter and content, the hosting institutions did not build on previous outputs. Accordingly, the accumulation of research knowledge that occurs in academic contexts was absent in the context of these exhibitions. Instead, the delivery of the product represented the end of the institution’s engagement with that content. We argue that there is an opportunity for institutions to collaborate on developing a more reflexive curatorial practice. Through this analysis of curatorial decision-making, we find that the use of collections in the design and layout in the physical gallery space creates the conditions for exhibition-making to interrogate the significance and value of stories or objects in different ways.

			The curatorial process is often poorly documented within institutions.7 Access to it was obtained in three ways: interviews with some curatorial contributors to AIH (2003) and A&H (2022) and our own reflections as curators of Starstruck (2017), observation of the selection and display of exhibits, and close reading of the information-hierarchy within exhibition interpretation. This body of evidence allowed us to unravel the competing influences shaping this unique form of communication.8 Consistency with the institutional remit and contributions to the exhibition’s central premise revealed a policy agenda within the institutional research context. Decisions made to fulfil the requirement that an exhibition should engage the visitor revealed how curators perceived the state of basic public knowledge about that topic within the wider contemporary culture.9 That assessment drove choices about inclusion and exclusion of exhibits and stories, as well as judgements of what could be assumed and what needed to be explained.

			Background: Exhibitions and institutions

			The NPG’s 2003 exhibition Australians in Hollywood was delivered in a small temporary exhibition space on Commonwealth Place by the shore of Lake Burley Griffin between the National Library of Australia and the High Court of Australia before the NPG was a legislated cultural agency with its own building in the parliamentary triangle.10 One of the challenges for the authors in gaining access to sources of data about AIH was that nearly two decades had passed since the exhibition had opened. There were still accessible records, including the content list, copies of the labels, an article by one of the curators and installation images. However, many of the staff who had worked on the exhibition had since left and no accompanying catalogue had been published. Simon Elliott, the assistant director at the time, noted that the exhibition was part of a series themed around highlighting Australian professions and achievement. The idea for AIH was initiated by David Free, a freelance writer, academic and contact of NPG curator Dr Sarah Engledow.11 All three contributed to the curation, layout, design and interpretation while working on numerous other exhibitions and projects. The curators, working within a limited budget and timeframe and with few resources, drew on the NPG collection, sourced works directly from photographers and included key loans from Screensound Australia, as the NFSA was then known.12

			Initiated by the authors, the 2017 exhibition Starstruck was the result of a formal three-year research and development collaboration between the NFSA and the NPG. It redefined ways to present on-set film photography as portraiture in the physical and intellectual space of the NPG, while continuing to reflect the original context and circulation of such images in the Australian film world, as represented by the NFSA. An exhibition development team drawn from both institutions developed and delivered the exhibition for display at the NPG, as well as a publication, a website and public programming offered across the NPG and NFSA. The nature of the collaboration required us to employ a reflexive curatorial practice in order to be able to translate our respective institutional schemas to each other and our colleagues.

			[image: Figure 1: Australians in Hollywood, title wall, National Portrait Gallery, Commonwealth Place, Canberra, 2003.]

			Figure 1: Australians in Hollywood, title wall, National Portrait Gallery, Commonwealth Place, Canberra, 2003.

			Source: NPG Archives.
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			Photographer: Mark Mohell. Source: NPG Archives.
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			Photographer: Grace Costa. Source: NFSA.

			A&H was promoted as the NFSA’s ‘first original exhibition in 20 years’. That was not strictly true, as Starstruck had been launched as a co-curated exhibition in late 2017, but it was the first major new exhibition produced by the organisation onsite for a considerable period. When Jan Müller took up the position of CEO at the NFSA in late 2017, his arrival coincided with the opening of Starstruck, and he decided that the NFSA would both host and curate its own exhibitions in the future. A&H was a result of that new institutional focus, supported by additional staff, including an exhibition designer, installers and registrar.

			This analysis must also be considered in the broader context of challenges to the retention of institutional memory and continuity of research and knowledge-making created through curatorial practice. This is particularly important in the case of the NFSA, as, in the past 10 years alone, it has had three directors and at least two significant restructures, involving a not inconsiderable turnover and loss of staff. Since the launch of Starstruck in 2017 and A&H in 2021, the NFSA’s capacity to run an exhibition program has been reviewed internally and is still, so far as the authors are aware, a continuing discussion. At the NPG, where exhibitions are core business and there was some continuity of staffing, there were no formal mechanisms in place to ensure institutional memory of previous exhibitions informed current practice at the time of curating Starstruck. Dr Sarah Engledow recalled discussing AIH with one of the authors:

			I think I tried to explain the practical aims of AIH, the limited resources, the uncomplicated nature of the exhibition; but I don’t think I convinced you it was as simple as it really was. Yet, while it was an informative and engaging crowd-pleaser, don’t imagine Andrew Sayers, Simon Elliott and David Free failed to imbue it with their combined intelligence, humour and sophisticated visual sense.13

			It is true that the authors remain unconvinced that there was not more we could have learnt, continued and applied from these precise qualities in AIH.

			Selection

			The selection of works for AIH reflected the curators’ assessment of the public imaginary surrounding both cinematic success and national achievement. The latter was a requirement of the NPG at the time, as it was still building its profile, collection and stature as a national institution. It was an early exhibition for the NPG and, unlike Starstruck and A&H, used fewer on-set film stills, favouring what the exhibition team described as ‘works that are about the person rather than the character they played’.14 However, a striking continuity across all three exhibitions is that curatorial practice embraced the achievements of creatives excelling behind the scenes and the achievers less present in public consciousness.

			Australians in Hollywood (2003)

			AIH focused on the achievements of Australians in the highly competitive American film industry and publicity portraiture was at the core of its curatorial rationale. The traditional role of a portrait gallery as ‘a space for the celebration and honouring’ of a nation’s ‘most important, historically substantial, or best-known individuals’ underpins the NPG’s exhibitions program, collecting policy, mission and agenda.15 Consequently, selection for AIH included portraits the public would expect to see, such as recent Oscar winners; however, some less-recognised Australian achievers were also selected, revealing curatorial agency. AIH celebrated and showcased the stories of Australian actors and technicians in Hollywood.16 Elliott reflected: ‘To build the initial visual backbone of the show, I concentrated on the rich folio of Karin Catt images’—slick portraiture of glamorous contemporary icons that Catt had developed as a result of being an Australian working in America with a focus on the music and film sectors. Elliott explained that, from his perspective, ‘the value of the exhibition was the early material—amazing stories of stellar people like Damien Parer, Annette Kellerman and Orry-Kelly that contemporary Australians are/were unaware of’.17 He remembered ‘mining’ the filing cabinets of images at the NFSA—an experience shared by the curators of all three exhibitions. The careers of Australian costume designers, cinematographers and directors were also highlighted within the selections, presenting a deeper story.

			While the majority of portraits in the exhibition were constructed celebrity portraits, approved by the subject, the studio and publicist, the curatorial selection of those whose fame had faded and of behind-the-scenes achievers had an impact. When actor Geoffrey Rush, then at the height of his fame and success following his Best Actor Oscar for Shine, opened AIH in November 2003, he confirmed that long and deep engagement of Australians in this US industry and observed:

			The outward story is one of triumph and a unique and fertile contribution to global cinema. The hidden story is more poignant and tougher. It tells you that as a practitioner and as a country you rise and you fall, you come and you go.18

			Curatorial agency was able, within the institutional remit and brief, to introduce a more nuanced story that extended the public imaginary.
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			Source: NPG Archives.

			A legacy for the NPG collection arose from the exhibition. Elliott observed in a comment on the proofs for this article that ‘a real discovery for AIH was connecting with the Cinema Papers photographer Gordon Glenn’.19 Glenn’s 1974 portrait of acclaimed writer David Williamson was acquired for the NPG collection. Indeed, many of the photographic portraits included were acquired for the collection and not all were formal and polished publicity portraits. Further examples include Naomi Watts (2003) by Peter Brew-Bevan and several portraits by Karin Catt.20 Portraits by the photographer Robert McFarlane, including Bruce Beresford on the Set of Puberty Blues (1981) and Nick Enright (c. 1997), which are examples of more spontaneous on-set photography, were also acquired. A portrait of Judy Davis on the set of Winter of Our Dreams (1981) by Robert McFarlane was on loan for AIH, and came into the collection after it was also included in Starstruck.21 The distinction made between images that show more of the mechanics of the set, closer to a documentary image, as opposed to a narrow focus on the main subject’s face, is indicative of the limits of curatorial agency in 2003.

			Starstruck: Australian Movie Portraits (2017)

			As with AIH, selections for Starstruck were anchored to concepts of portraiture because the display would be hosted at the NPG’s permanent building. An understanding of the curatorial practice of exhibition-making is integral when considering exhibitions as a research process, as it creates links between the research methodologies established across them. Those links are often invisible and unexamined, even by the staff working on the exhibition. Starstruck challenged how we thought about photographic collections within each institution and what was suitable for display within the parameters of a fine art exhibition. A mix of chronology and photography media played out in the exhibition themes and selections, which were quite different from those used in AIH. Our well-established, intra-institutional practices were insufficient for such collaborative work. The tensions and push and pull of interdisciplinary and collaborative research between an archive and an art gallery were evidenced in elements of the exhibition design—in decisions around the exhibition themes and hang of the works, information crafted for the text of the captions, and different perspectives on the use of original content and digital reproduction.

			The ‘hidden story’ referred to by Geoffrey Rush in his opening speech for AIH 15 years earlier became the headline story for Starstruck. While selections for Starstruck prioritised images reflecting Australian cinematic achievement, we became interested in the history of the film still itself—both as part of the filmmaking process and its function as portraiture. Investigating on-set film photography as a site of practice for photographic portraiture became central to the creative concept we were developing. An archival collection was the main source for the photographs, rather than an art gallery. We were not focused on constructing a complete history of Australian film, but instead on specific images that would enable us to blend the works created by the on-set photographer with the genre of portraiture, reflecting its place in both Australian film history and art history.

			For the NPG, a national institution with a mission to ‘aspire to be the face of Australia’,22 reflecting the diversity of stories being told in Australian cinema was crucial. That included seeking out stills from recent productions such as Sweet Country and Jasper Jones by First Nations filmmakers, as well as bringing in stills already held in the archive for Radiance.23 Collaboration was integral to re-evaluating both institutions’ media, visual language and categorisation of collections.
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			Photographer: Mark Mohell. Source: NPG Archives.

			There were some portraits of famous actors taken by photographers with established fine art credentials, but the traditional typology of glamour publicity portraiture was not the main genre selected for this exhibition. While formal portraiture was still just as essential to the NPG as during the curation of AIH, the NFSA collection of film stills did not have many examples of that type of image. It was a mass of different formats (camera negatives, slides, JPEGs, TIFs, posters, lobby cards and albums) and most of the images documented the actors and film crew at work on set, alongside some examples of conventional publicity shots that would be released to promote the film. Portraiture was included, of course, but it was one of many approaches taken during the shoot. As we worked through the thousands of images, the idea of the celebrity—the iconic or heroic image—or even the glamour shot of an individual actor, became entangled with the entire world of filmmaking.

			The conceptual framework of the ‘working life of the photograph’ on a film set began to emerge from initial selections and discussions as a curatorial response to what we were finding in the archive. The premise of the exhibition and criteria for selection evolved through the collaboration to extend the notion of ‘portraiture’ from actor to character, in a weaving of fiction and reality. The exhibition was able to explore the creation of the cinematic public imaginary by photographers operating between these real and fictional worlds. While the film still rather than the film was the main subject of the exhibition, we felt that the film itself needed to be a tangible presence, albeit without using screens or moving images. The point was to acknowledge that it was filmmaking itself that drove the work of the photographer, a notion that was also central to the NFSA’s collection. And, as director Scott Hicks, interviewed by Grist, argued: ‘The great stills photographer goes deeper not only to capture the commercial necessities of the film, but the next layer that reflects the nature of the process.’24 In contrast with AIH, in which a new institution had drawn on loans and new work by contemporary artists to construct an exhibition, the selections in Starstruck reflected a curatorial process of negotiation to find common ground between the differing priorities of two institutions.

			Australians and Hollywood (2022)

			Unlike the selection process for AIH and Starstruck, which was grounded in the context of portraiture at the NPG, moving image, in the form of the film itself, drove the selection process and narrative for A&H. Tara Marynowsky, the lead exhibition curator for A&H, also worked at the NFSA as a film curator in its Collection Branch. She was intimately familiar with the NFSA’s large film acquisitions, including those of directors George Miller and Baz Luhrmann. For her, those leading lights of the Australian film industry were an important starting point. She explained:

			We developed a five-tier story that begins with trailblazing director George Miller. It starts with his story circa 1971, to keep it quite contemporary for audiences, and takes us through to a strong First Nation focus.25

			According to Marynowsky, the focus of the exhibition had to be about the NFSA and its contemporary collection and ‘home-grown stories’. Feature films were the first point of selection, as ‘the moving image came first’: 

			Early on I just knew I wanted a lot of (good) noise and moving image, I was after a cinematic experience—with multiple screens and projections. Animated GIFs were created alongside documentary footage, interviews, clips from movies and large scale video installations.26

			For Marynowsky, one of the greatest challenges in the research and development of A&H was this curatorial priority of displaying moving image as the focus of the exhibition. At the beginning, physical objects from the collection were not on her radar: ‘The medium of film was a driving force and since NFSA is an audio-visual archive it seemed logical to explore the craft and its creatives.’ The timeline for the exhibition was also decided early on: the 1970s onwards. This contemporary focus was selected by Marynowsky ‘to make sure that the audience would connect back to the stories in their own lifetime’. This curatorial priority for generational anchoring of the public imaginary also reflected the institutional remit.

			When discussing her selections, Marynowsky mentioned her desire for ‘hero AV works’ to be in the exhibition as well as ‘in-depth stories’ developed through the selection of other kinds of material. Around the audiovisual works in AIH, Marynowsky included objects from the NFSA’s ‘documents’ collection—scripts, posters, film stills, day bills and scrapbooks—to tell those stories: ‘I really enjoyed curating the still images as salon hangs. It was also important to display as much original material as possible to ensure authenticity.’27 While interpreting the history of film within the exhibition space, her thoughts turned to:

			how film industry books or magazines were structured, with the contents page and the cut-out collage. I was thinking about that structure as a concept, the way storyboards are created, quite visual. It has to be fresh.28

			For Marynoswky, the major stories were always told through screens and projections. AV was her ‘shining light’. Once it was clear that she would have the number of screens she wanted, she felt she was able to move onto other collection formats like costumes, although they were of less interest to her. ‘But I’ve come to recognise … they’re crowd-pleasers’. As a ticketed exhibition in a national institution, A&H needed object ‘drawcards’. Similar conversations, particularly around costumes, occurred during the curation of Starstruck. Indeed, the normal curatorial restrictions in place at the NPG were relaxed when it came to costumes, which are known to attract visitors. As curators, we pursued portraits of stars wearing the most high-profile costumes in the NFSA collection—such as Nicole Kidman’s red dress from Moulin Rouge and the thong dress worn by Hugo Weaving in Priscilla: Queen of the Desert—pulling them conceptually into our curatorial rationale.
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			Photographer: Grace Costa. Source: NFSA.
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			Photographer: Grace Costa. Source: NFSA. 
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			Figure 8: Starstruck: Australian Movie Portraits, installation view, red dress worn by Nicole Kidman in Moulin Rouge, National Portrait Gallery and National Film and Sound Archive, 2017.

			Photographer: Mark Mohell. Source: NPG Archives.

			While celebrating the cast and crew was as strong a theme in A&H as in Starstruck and, to an extent, in AIH, the NFSA’s collecting strengths meant that A&H was able to highlight the behind-the-scenes creative staff through footage, as well as concept drawings for costumes, diaries, scrapbooks and objects. As it had been for Simon Elliott, for NFSA exhibition coordinator Tim Moore, it was this aspect of the exhibition that represented the core research value:

			understanding the diversity of the key players behind the scenes and their influence and success … One aspect was teaching the audience how films are made—about the process. There are so many works of art that go into making films: the set designs, storyboard drawings, and costumes are all individual works of art.29

			The most important moment in A&H in terms of the exhibition’s generation of knowledge and deliberate shaping of a national narrative was the commissioning of a documentary about director Warwick Thornton, a Kaytetye man from Genevieve Grieves’s First Nations film company GARUWA. The film was displayed across three screens near the main entry to the exhibition. Marynowsky, who headed the commissioning process, explained:

			It was the last missing piece of the whole show. I wrote a short brief that set the tone for the work to ensure that it was focused on Warwick’s published works—it was a work that was to be told in his own voice.30

			The commissioning of the work was a collaborative process, with Marynowsky deciding to use multiple screens as she felt three screens created a cinematic moment. It was the very specific institutional context of the NFSA and focus on the role of the film director that made it possible to incorporate this commissioned project in A&H; it would not have been possible in either AIH or Starstruck.

			Interpretation

			In curatorial practice, the selection of words to accompany objects or works of art is also carefully and deliberately curated. Similarly, the arrangement of exhibits is crucial to how they are read and understood by visitors, making it a core element of curatorial interpretation. Examination of curatorial interpretation in these exhibitions demonstrates how institutions, and the public imaginary embraced in the purpose of national cultural institutions, shape curatorial practice.

			Australians in Hollywood (2003)

			Despite its required focus on two-dimensional portraits, AIH created an environment within the exhibition that was connected to the public imaginary of cinematic success: the title wall was an oversize clapperboard and a red carpet ran the length of the gallery, which featured Geoffrey Rush’s handprints in concrete and a showcase of Oscars. Large prints included a stunning image of Nicole Kidman at the Oscars in 2003—not one you would expect at the moment of receiving the award but taken a few moments later with her back turned away from the camera and audience in personal reflection on the achievement, with ‘Australia’s first ever best actress Oscar’ visible behind her shoulder—and an image of Rush the morning after the big event accompanied by photographer Peter Luck’s observation that ‘only an Australian would leave an Oscar sitting on the ground’.31 The selection and display of AIH carefully engaged familiar tropes and sought to extend its field of Australian achievers in a way consistent with the NPG’s institutional remit.

			Holding a visitor’s attention through a mixture of the familiar and unfamiliar, the text was anchored in perceptions of the public imaginary of the ‘star is born’ trope, with Oscars representing the arbiter of achievement. Two long-theme text panels focused on the Oscars, one giving general background and the other drawing attention to Australia’s Oscar success in costume design. The ‘big break’ story was repeatedly told. These tropes featured interesting parental occupations (Russell Crowe’s parents were movie-set caterers; Mel Gibson was the son of a railroad brakeman and an opera singer) and obscure early jobs (Bryan Brown was an insurance salesman, Eric Bana a barman and George Miller graduated in medicine). The rise from obscurity to fame and career turning points are familiar story structures from the imagined world of movie making (Hollywood itself may be responsible for that) that also hold fascination within the ‘real’ world. The NPG’s national institutional agenda emerged strongly through the text panels. While Hollywood is a global village that absorbs filmmakers from across the world, including Australians, AIH unashamedly trumpeted local achievement.
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			Figure 9: Australians in Hollywood, installation view, Oscar showcase, National Portrait Gallery, Commonwealth Place, Canberra, 2003.

			Source: NPG Archives.

			This celebration of national pride also dominated the interpretative register of A&H at the NFSA two decades later. Indeed, all three exhibitions represented and reflected a conceptual mix of cinematic success, including the Hollywood box office, the Oscars, Australian movies successfully capturing aspects of national identity and the breadth of the global film industry. The mythology of movie making, and the definition of ‘Hollywood’ itself, belongs to the public imaginary—it is simultaneously a place, an industry, a brand and a dream. In AIH, the public imaginary of ‘Hollywood’ became a metonym for film stardom and any film whose makers were awarded an Oscar was conceptually associated with it. The idea of Hollywood transcending its actual physical being was reflected in the exhibition material: ‘In recent times, the definition of “Hollywood” has begun to blur … it is now possible to star in a Hollywood film without ever setting foot in Hollywood itself.’32 A&H also embraced this mutability, abandoning literal definitions tied to a place or a studio: ‘Whether they conquered or resisted the dream factory, we celebrate the artists who found success on their own terms’.33 In Starstruck, the interpretation recognised Australian cinematic achievement but did not take Hollywood as its central referent as this had already been done by the NPG in AIH. Instead, as indicated in the exhibition’s subtitle Australian Movie Portraits, Starstruck cast the net wider, focusing more conceptually on the specific fictional and real moments in creative lives and the dynamics of filmmaking itself. While Starstruck involved two national institutions, both with remits concerned with the national interest, the collaboration forced curators to reach a new combined position in framing ideas of national pride and the public imaginary surrounding Hollywood as a measure of success.

			Starstruck: Australian Movie Portraits (2017)

			The interpretation in AIH was bound up in the NPG’s mission and development as an institution; by contrast, in Starstruck, it was a matter of negotiation between two different collecting philosophies, which ended up being deeply revealing of each institution. As well as the NPG’s portrait gallery remit, we had to consider the NFSA’s mandate ‘to collect, preserve and share Australia’s national audiovisual collection and to make it available for enjoyment, learning, insight and creativity’.34 After the structure of the exhibition was finalised, we decided to assign an individual caption to every portrait to contextualise it in the film narrative. If it was a portrait taken during a scene in the film, we identified that scene. We also wanted, where possible, to have the photographer explain the set up and shot. Some captions included a quote from the subject about their recollection of the photograph being taken.

			The opening text panel for Starstruck was initially crafted by the two lead curators but went through many revisions before reaching its final form. That was partially about achieving a balance between presenting the NFSA collection in a different physical and institutional setting. Outside the immediate curatorial team there had been some confusion about what the exhibition was about. To us it was quite simple: our aim was to illuminate how the essence of a film was encapsulated in a single image taken by an on-set photographer. The film and its cast and crew, as well as the photographer and the portrait—in both the NPG and NFSA contexts—were multiple threads that required attention. This was challenging to achieve and difficult to communicate across the exhibition and marketing, let alone to the curatorial teams representing the two cultural institutions. Hans Ulrich Obrist’s description of the task of curating is particularly pertinent here: ‘to make junctions, to allow different elements to touch’.35 He argues that if we understand curating as cooperative and define it as form of knowledge production, then it follows that curators will necessarily leave traces of themselves in an exhibition through archiving their own processes. Smith’s approach requires curators to ‘keep detailed records of every stage of their thinking and planning and to read statements of how they pre-visualised exhibitions, including how those ideas changed’.36

			Such ideas informed the final exhibition hang. The thinking behind the structure was written out in the text panels. Following Smith, part of our research ‘record’ was encapsulated in our introduction. Each portrait we selected ‘resided between two worlds: the real work of filmmaking and the fictional realm of the movies themselves … their task was to document this intersection of fiction and reality’. The exhibition, then, was not a chronological history of Australian filmmaking, or of photographic history and formats, but instead followed the narrative structure of a film itself, as if you were walking through a visual screenplay. There were three ‘Acts’—‘The Setup’, ‘The Journey’ and ‘The Resolution’—12 ‘Scenes’, four flashbacks and 275 portraits. The collaboration resulted in a research outcome that invited visitors to reflect on the nature of the public imaginary itself, rather than meeting—or even extending—its perceived expectations.
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			Figure 10: Starstruck: Australian Movie Portraits, installation view, ‘(Scene Five) Relationships’, National Portrait Gallery and National Film and Sound Archive, 2017.

			Photographer: Mark Mohell. Source: NPG Archives.

			NPG interpretative text labels often exceed the standard length of art gallery labelling. Andrew Sayers, the inaugural director, commented that:

			the quality of the label text can be as important as the quality of the portrait … because in the NPG context a portrait is a synecdoche for a life—and the life must be told. Or summarised.37

			The NPG has been both criticised and praised for its approach to the curatorial interpretation of portraits. According to Finlay, in the gallery space, portraits tend ‘to be presented as snapshots of individual lives, offering immediate insights into a person’s character’. In this context, the standard caption is an abridged biography ‘with little questioning of how and why a person chose to be depicted in a portrait in a particular way, or at a particular time’.38 While some, including Sayers, are critical of texts being used as ‘marketing tools’ to sell an exhibition, in the case of Starstruck, negotiation was required to reflect the interests and practices of both institutions. Interpretation within Starstruck had to balance the biographical impulse of the NPG and the filmmaking narrative of the NFSA.

			The label for Lisa Tomasetti’s portrait of Scott Hicks and Geoffrey Rush taken on set during the filming of Shine demonstrates the storytelling pitch between the filmmaker, photographer and actor. It was the first portrait that appeared under ‘(Scene 1) The Set Up’, opening the exhibition. The caption read:

			The first day of the Adelaide shoot.

			Scott Hicks spent ten years researching and co-writing this drama based on pianist David Helfgott’s life story. This image sees him lining up his shot of Geoffrey Rush through his viewfinder. For Hicks ‘it was my first glimpse that Geoffrey had found the real character of David Helfgott, and the joy of this moment was fabulous’. It was young photographer Lisa Tomasetti’s first day taking stills on a feature film: ‘I just remembered that being quite a brilliant shoot’. Shine was nominated for seven Academy Awards, and Rush won the 1997 Best Actor Oscar for his performance.39

			For the NFSA, including a perspective from the director or the actor was important to the narrative being constructed around the photograph; for the NPG, the perspective of the photographer/artist was also essential. In this caption, Hicks provided insight into what he was thinking. Interpretation in Starstruck noted Australian achievement while narrating the human interactions and relationships at the heart of the creative process.

			Whereas AIH and A&H offered directly celebratory narratives, the collaborative research outcome of Starstruck’s interpretation engaged with both institutions’ fundamental reading of the imagery, resulting in different narratives. In the initial planning of the project, directors and key staff discussed how the collaboration could loosen the strict bounds of institutional missions and agendas, allowing the exhibition to discover meaning in new interactions between collection and context.

			Australians and Hollywood (2022)

			As in AIH (2003), A&H endorsed and amplified the place of Hollywood in the public imaginary (i.e. Oscars signal achievement) but also adopted a defiant nationalist tone. Many of the GIF label graphics were Academy Awards ceremonies, and text labels listed nominations and wins as measures of success. There were two themed panels on 1990s success, headlined ‘Hollywood Invasion’ and ‘Hollywood Fame’. The tone of the labels was promotional rather than didactic: George Miller’s success was built on ‘collaborating with some of Australia’s finest craftspeople’; Jill Bilcock and Baz Luhrmann were ‘passionate and inventive collaborators’ making ‘distinct and innovative choices’. A wall quote from Hugh Jackman observed: ‘Aussies will have a go and aren’t afraid to pack up and have a crack.’ A large graphic wall quotation from Cate Blanchett read: ‘We should be bloody proud. The films don’t necessarily need to go to another country—our stories are worth consuming here.’

			The tension as the institution was pulled by the requirement to engage the public and pushed by its own mission explicates the exhibition’s value as a window on the public imaginary. As Marynowsky recalled:

			We knew it should be about Australian cinema. But we wanted to make sure it was also about their overseas achievements. In the beginning it was called ‘In Hollywood’ and I kept fighting to say that a double tier title would open it up a bit wider.40

			Such tension could have resulted in hints of the embedded colonial oscillation between lock-tugging deference and fierce independence. However, the strength of the First Nations voices presented later in A&H overrode such issues, signalling a shift in both institutional and public perception. Australia is home to the world’s oldest continuing living culture and that is the only reference point we need. A large graphic wall quotation from Rachel Perkins declared: ‘People get to understand Australia through our filmmaking and that’s when you realise how powerful filmmaking is, because it can frame a nation.’41 Here, the exhibition took on the role of explaining the opportunity to shape the public imaginary.

			Like AIH, the interpretation and design of A&H used markers of the public imaginary surrounding cinematic achievement to pursue the national institutional remit experientially. Tim Moore was the liaison between the exhibition team and E2, the external design team in Melbourne. Like at the much smaller AIH, a cabinet of Oscars was the first thing visitors encountered, and a red carpet led them through the space. By contrast, however, the title wall was a projection with a tiled mass of GIF celebrity portraits. In this context, the GIF was used to highlight the popularity of its ‘quick grab’ format. According to Moore, a redeveloped permanent exhibition space at the Australian Centre for the Moving Image (ACMI) in Melbourne was the model:

			Sight lines were very important to drawing people through—at each corner there was a major sight line. There was the opening-up in the middle—the dramatic moment with the Moulin Rouge costumes. It was about making it an evocative experience, so costumes were in animated poses—not static.42

			For Moore, the communication of research in an exhibition happens in three dimensions. As Speck and Slade write: 

			Exhibitions are predominantly visual events with a performative quality, a set for a play with objects in which various possible viewing positions are created, and within which viewers become spatially, as well as visually, aware.43

			Moore talked about the objects activating the story ‘by placing excerpts of where they appeared in the films on screens near them … bringing them to life’, and of low lighting being ‘intimate, drawing people into a one-on-one relationship with the artifacts, then moments of bigger drama that matches the theme’.44 The creation of a palpable sense of excitement, achievement, long hours on set, setbacks and sweet emotional victories were the vehicles for communicating the primary message that Australian filmmakers should be celebrated. At the same time, however, turning objects into props had implications for the depth of story, themes and research.

			Emphasising experiential communication can cause some depth in the communication of the knowledge contained within the exhibits themselves to be lost. Whereas in AIH and Starstruck each photographic image was presented and interpreted, in A&H images were layered like ‘a fan’s bedroom wall’.45 As Starstruck demonstrated, each image has a story and is created by an artist. A&H, like the other two exhibitions, celebrated the ‘behind the scenes’ achievers, but it maintained the film set’s hierarchy in its interpretation; the director and cinematographer were prominent, with the photographers and script supervisors less so. Continuity polaroids from Strictly Ballroom were on display as an illustration of behind the scenes, but without a description of who took them or how they were used on the set. Similarly, most still photographs, even some taken by prominent Hollywood photographer Douglas Kirkland, were only identified as ‘photos’ despite him being brought in by Bazmark for portrait shoots. Each image carries its own story, yet the photographer was rarely credited. Instead, the images formed an experiential array. The outcome is revealing of the NFSA as an institution, in particular, how the social structures and priorities of its largest stakeholders shape the presentation of its collection, and how research and meaning are lost when exhibition development does not build upon previous research outcomes.
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			Figure 11: Australians and Hollywood, installation view, costumes from the film Moulin Rouge, National Film and Sound Archive, 2022.

			Photographer: Grace Costa. Source: NFSA.

			Significance and value

			The notion and value of ‘the original work of art’ are complex and interpreted differently in the contexts of the NFSA and NPG. Both institutions have accrued photographic material for a wide range of reasons and have their own collection values systems and hierarchies that play out in collection accession and display. The NPG has a formal art collection of photographic portraiture, while the NFSA’s mandate to document film history requires collecting material culture from the film industry that is inherently about reproducibility, both in analogue and digital formats, as well as supporting documentary materials. Photographs in the NFSA’s collection hierarchy are collected as secondary ‘documentation’ for films, which are seen as the primary significant works.

			The NPG’s collecting and exhibiting methodology is different; it is based on traditions of art history in which identifying detailed provenance of the original work is very important. These different perspectives affect the way both institutions view the work of still photographers. While a photographer may be considered an artist in their own professional practice, their job on the film set is to produce a large body of commercial images to promote the film, only a small number of which will be selected for publicity. The ‘original’ image, whether a print, a high-resolution file or a negative, is relatively insignificant in the overall workflow of filmmaking and is not generally considered ‘a work of art’ itself.

			[image: Figure 12: Australians in Hollywood, installation view, National Portrait Gallery, Commonwealth Place, Canberra, 2003.]

			Figure 12: Australians in Hollywood, installation view, National Portrait Gallery, Commonwealth Place, Canberra, 2003.

			Source: NPG Archives.

			In all three exhibitions, stakeholder relationships were central to the curation process, and the NFSA’s documentation collection was a crucial source of content. In that context, the art historical concept of ‘the original work of art’, in which value and meaning are bound up in its existence as a unique object, becomes problematic. The collaborative exhibition Starstruck resulted in assumptions about the fundamental definition and value of cultural material and imagery being questioned.

			Australians in Hollywood (2003)

			In AIH, the label texts sometimes mentioned the circumstances of an image’s production where that was relevant to the impact of the image or biographical narrative, and credited photographers where that information was discoverable. The notion of ‘the original work of art’ was not emphasised in the interpretation because the curatorial focus was on developing a visually engaging exhibition celebrating Australian achievement and raising awareness of a deeper history within a contemporary cultural moment. By contrast, as a result of the collaboration, the relevance or irrelevance of ‘the original’ came to the fore in the curation of Starstruck as the unappreciated impact of the stills photographer on the public imaginary became the curatorial focus. Consequently, the narrative of the relationship between the artist and the work made the circumstances of the production of images the focus for interpretation.46

			Starstruck: Australian Movie Portraits (2017)

			Film stills in the NFSA’s collection provoked several questions from the NPG curatorial team’s perspective. First, what were the limits of the integrity of the original work of art? The archival emphasis given by the NFSA to certain qualities of the film still as a record, and as evidence or information about the feature film it related to, meant that even duplicate copies had intrinsic value. This disrupted the notion of the ‘original’ for an art gallery like the NPG. These two different modes of thinking prodded at the curatorial team during its selection of a group of digital images from Peter Weir’s Picnic at Hanging Rock, one of the most famous films produced in Australia in the 1970s. The set of digital TIF files were copies acquired by the publisher for an illustrated version of Joan Lindsay’s original novel. They included scenes from the film not documented in other stills held in the NFSA’s collection. The original camera negatives, taken by on-set photographer David Kinnock, had never been acquired by the NFSA as far as we knew, and attempts to locate Kinnock had been unsuccessful. 

			Despite the lack of usual art context, the curators from both the NFSA and NPG wanted to include them. As Grist argued:

			It seemed ludicrous to exclude such luminous portraiture of key actors of Picnic from the show because of the lack of an original when wide dispersal of copies … is integral to their original purpose. Is the ‘integrity of the original’ only relevant if that ‘originality’ is central to the meaning of the work itself?47

			While the curatorial team were comfortable with the notion of non-originality, it continued to be a source of negotiation in the exhibition space itself, where an art quality print was desirable. This was either created from the highest resolution digital file or, where possible, purchased from the photographer or a commercial gallery. Many original selections of digital formats were discarded as an acceptable quality print could not be created from them.

			[image: Figure 13: Starstruck: Australian Movie Portraits, installation view, ‘(Scene Seven) Turning Points’, featuring dress worn in Picnic at Hanging Rock, National Portrait Gallery and National Film and Sound Archive, 2017.]

			Figure 13: Starstruck: Australian Movie Portraits, installation view, ‘(Scene Seven) Turning Points’, featuring dress worn in Picnic at Hanging Rock, National Portrait Gallery and National Film and Sound Archive, 2017.

			Photographer: Mark Mohell. Source: NPG Archives.

			The second question that became a central intellectual concern for the exhibition was the identity of the sitter in the portraits, given that they are embedded in the fiction of the film. It is a perennial question in art history in relation to portraiture. The expectation of revealing the true self in a portrait comes up against the argument that, when presenting yourself in a portrait, you are necessarily performing. That problem is further amplified when the subject is ‘in character’ as someone else. The captured image is simultaneously that of the fictional self and the actor.

			Australians and Hollywood (2022)

			The connection between the film and the physical object in A&H was not dissimilar to the rationale for including costumes in Starstruck. The film costumes acquired by the NFSA have an increasingly strong grasp on the public imagination and are often the most popular items displayed from the collection. In Starstruck, the portrait was selected first and if there was also a costume in the collection worn by the actor in the portrait, we considered it for inclusion in the exhibition space, placing it close to the associated photograph. Similarly, for A&H, Marynowsky selected the film first before considering other material that supported both the behind the scenes work and world of the film set.

			[image: Figure 14: Australians and Hollywood, installation view, display featuring documentation of Bazmark films Strictly Ballroom and Romeo + Juliet, National Film and Sound Archive, 2022.]

			Figure 14: Australians and Hollywood, installation view, display featuring documentation of Bazmark films Strictly Ballroom and Romeo + Juliet, National Film and Sound Archive, 2022.

			Photographer: Grace Costa. Source: NFSA.

			Conclusion

			We have examined the elements of curatorship to understand how they shape the ‘knowledge-making process’ of exhibition development. The agency of curatorship and the limitations on this agency can be understood through a close analysis of the selection of objects and images for exhibitions. We found that the institutional mission and remit on the interpretation of material placed on display clearly influenced curatorial writing, and that the context of cross-institutional collaboration created opportunities to employ conceptual frameworks for interpretation. We also found that the refiguring of established notions of significance and value within institutions, particularly regarding ‘original works of art’ as opposed to ‘images’, is indicative of the status that exhibitions hold as unique forces for knowledge-making.

			Our reading of the three exhibitions examined here notes that none of them built on each other, despite an overlap in themes and concepts and even re-use of some of the same works. Institutional memory was still present when we curated Starstruck, but we did not take as much advantage of the forerunning curatorial experience as we would have in an academic context. There was no institutional culture, accepted practice or time allowed for building on an earlier curatorial thesis. More noticeably, for Starstruck and A&H, there was only a gap of four years, but, again, no obvious continuity was developed between the two.

			Is there a productive way to preserve and utilise institutional memory? In academia there are clear legacies of research; however, these do not seem to exist in the same way within cultural institutions. Perhaps the marketing impetus to be seen to be presenting something new for audiences has become more heavily weighted than the impulse for ‘knowledge-in-the-making’. Threads emerge through individual curators rather than institutional systems. This is not peculiar to our case studies; however, given the relationships built across institutions through the loan and use of NFSA collection material in 2003 for AIH, we missed an opportunity when developing Starstruck. The same opportunity was missed in developing A&H.

			To ensure a stronger corporate memory and sense of exhibition history, institutions and their staff need to pay more attention to what has gone before, and to reflect and be reflexive about exhibitions as a form of knowledge and research. Bjerregaard contended that a way to make exhibitions more appealing to both audiences and researchers is to ‘consider them as knowledge-in-the making’ rather than as vehicles to disseminate ‘established insights’.48 To a certain extent, we believe that such ‘knowledge-in-the-making’ occurred in the research and development stage in all three exhibitions examined here, although those gains proved ephemeral. Imagination and insight into the subject matter of Australian film evolved through working closely with the collections and through the testing and retesting of ideas in the physical gallery spaces. However, the public does not always get a sense of what the curators and their teams envisaged, as the evolution of those ideas is rarely captured in the final show. It is only through consulting some of those ‘detailed records of every stage of their thinking and planning’,49 and interviewing NPG and NFSA staff, that we can give further insight into the subject matter of each exhibition, especially the different ways of thinking and knowing that were explored and cast aside. These were most clearly articulated in the design and hang in the gallery spaces, as well as earlier iterations of the exhibition text. The visibility and critique of these methods are an essential tool.

			One way to allow exhibition-making to be a means of identifying new questions and ideas is to make the underlying processes more visible. That could include explaining how selection is undertaken, how gallery design, layout and captions are created, how ideas emerge and are used or discarded, and how institutional remits are expanded or queried through the process. Revealing and critiquing these processes would shift exhibition-making from an unquestioned public statement of the collection to a generator for discussion, new research and knowledge-making.
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