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When the Visitor Becomes “Curator for a Day”

By Karen Grøn, curator of education at Trapholt Museum of Modern Art, applied Art and Design and Furniture Design

Manchet

“Curator for a day” was a project  with guided tours in connection to the exhibition “Museum Mausoleum” at Trapholt winter 2001-2002. The audience were during “ordinary” tours tricked into curating exhibitions with art works and design from the museum collection in small galleries during their visit. Turning the guests into curators showed, that many guests have a high sensibility for experiencing art, when they get the responsibility for there own experince handed over from the guide, whos position changed into coach during the  project.

Intruduction to the arena:

“Edges”. The eight guests look again at the eight paintings they have chosen. They have discussed if words exist that explain the relation between the paintings and agreed that four of the eight paintings to some extent have a touch of edge to them. I ask them if “edge” will be the theme of their further work. “That´s fine” they say. The works that do not relate to the theme are carried out of the small side gallery and into the main gallery of the museum, which has been transformed into one big storage for this purpose. Here they seek and find more “edgy” works. They find chairs, ceramics, sculptures and paintings – all features from the museum collection that to some extent can supply the theme. Subsequently, we all work intensely with moving art around. The process is accompanied by loud discussions by the guests. Art is carried in and out of the room. Does it or does it not seem edgy in the context? Should it be included or not? After almost one hour an exhibition has been completed – “Brown Edges!”. As a parallel to the “edge-group”, another group has made the exhibition “Industrial culture” and a third one has made the exhibition “Love”. A total of 24 persons have been taken on a guided tour at the Trapholt Museum of Modern Art and Design, where they themselves – being totally unprepared – have become the curators of the exhibition they came to see.

Fascinating Museum Mausoleum

In 2001-2002 Trapholt  made the exhibition “Museum Mausoleum”.
 The title could suitably have been followed by a question mark, as one of the purposes of the exhibition was to confront visitors with the question: Is the museum perceived as a tomb or as a living place of aestethic experiences and dialogue? In the exhibition the museum did not only try to pose this question, but also to generate methods for answering it. One of the methods was the project “Curator for a Day”, where the visitors worked intensely with works they felt  an apparent fascination towards and with their personal ability to create meaning in the works.

In the exhibition and the accompanying guided tours, focus was moved from the normal approach of classifying and assessing art to an openness towards the power of fascination, not only in the mere work of art, but also towards the viewer’s own personal power of fascination. The starting point was that the visitors themselves are actually responsible for their experience of art. Through different kinds of guidance the museum can offer visitors different perspectives with which to view and interpret works, however, the mere aesthetic experience is for the visitors themselves to discover. It depends on the individual’s approach to art and to life, in general. Acknowledging one’s own apparent fascination and the ability to work with it according to one’s actual preconditions are two things that are of utmost importance in order to experience something. The project “Curator for a Day” was an instrument developed for this purpose. The opening describtion of the situation from the arena derives from the project.

Theoretical Approach

Theoretically, the project was inspired by the book “Learning from Museums, Visitor experiences and the Making of Meaning” by John H. Falk and Lynn Dierking (2000). Falk and Dierking introduce the contextual model of learning, which suggests that any museum experience fundamentally is influenced by three overlapping contexts: The personal context, the sociocultural context and the physical context, which will all be at play in any given situation. Thus it is a mixture of personal qualities, the persons you are accompanied by (or not accompanied by) and the offer of the museum regarding content, education and the practical aspect that altogether provides the visitor with the museum experience. Learning can be conceptualised as the integration and interaction of the three contexts. Another major influence was “Learning in the Museum” by George E. Hein (1998). In this book he introduces the constructivist learning theory where learning is perceived as an active restructuring of the personal way of thinking and knowing as opposed to an incremental, passive process, where bit by bit is being added to the individual’s knowledge. This suggests that knowledge is construed when a person – alone or in the company of others – develops over time at a given place. The development happens continuously end every step is important to how the next step will be taken. Thus content and process are two aspects of the same subject. 

The constructivist learning theory inspired us to try to develop a method that would enable our visitors to activate what they already knew, thought, felt or were able to do in connection with art in order to strengthen and develope their perception of art now and in the future. The contextual model of learning inspired us to consider both their personal abilities, the social setting in which they came to the museum and what kind of anxiety and/or expectations they might have towards the museum as an institution. 

Our idea was to give the guests the fascinating role of the curator. We knew the process so well ourselves – and by inviting the visitors to go through the same process, we hoped to give them the experience of how fundamental every choice of art is and how significant any context is. It was unknown to the museum how visitors would create meaning, which connections they would find, and above all which of the museum’s modern, complicated works of art, chair designs and ceramics they would choose. We therefore developed a number of flexible rules that could stimulate the process and be toned down when the visitors were able to establish their own rules. The results were overwhelming. Never have we seen so committed and creative visitors at Trapholt as during these five months, where intense work was done on several hundreds of exhibitions in the two side galleries. 

Curator For a Day

The first hurdle was to make visitors participate in a project in which they did not know beforehand precisely what to do. It could seem like an overwhelming task to curate an exhibition. Generally, many museum visitors feel uncertain about how to approach art and they find it often embarrassing to reveal that. Therefore we chose to “trick” the visitors and launched the project as a traditional guided tour. Everyone knows how to act on a regular, tour where you simply listen passively to the wise words. The purpose was to make the visitors relax in a situation they thought they were in control of, - a strategy which turned out to be right. Those who came because they had heard about the project were from the beginning minded for it and hence they did not question our method.

In the beginning of the tour the visitors were guided in the traditional manner in the exhibition. They were shown how much different arrangements of art change the understanding of the pieces. How different aspects of paintings and objects are emphasized or toned down depending on the context in which they are presented. The mere choice of the wall colour influence the expression of the work. An old painting by the Danish impressionist Anna Ancher (1859-1935) and an abstract painting by Richard Mortensen (1919-1993) were hung in wires next to each other in a gallery. Behind the paintings three sliding doors hung. They were in the colours grey, yellow and red plus the white wall of the museum - “the white cube”. The visitors we invited to move the walls and thus experience very concretely how different works will be perceived depending on which of the four backgrounds they are presented on. The works changed. Different elements appeared. One colour looked green on the red background and yellow on the yellow one. Consensus on which background was the best rarely existed among the visitors – which exactly illustrated the visitors’ differing tastes. Some preferred harmony – others contrasts. Individual preference decided on which background colour the paintings functioned the best.
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	Anna Ancher on grey
	Anna Ancher on white
	Anna Ancher on red
	Anna Ancher on yellow


Subsequently, different series of art were presented to the museum visitors: chronological series, colour series, topical series, period series etc. During this part of the tour it could be discussed how the context emphasizes certain qualities in the works. In one gallery we had arranged a grid of four chronological series respectively of chairs, ceramics, sculptures and paintings. Vertically each series presented works ranging from the beginning to the end of the twentieth century. Horizontally there appeared crossover series between the four chronological series. The crossover themes were “graphical”, “peculiar materials”, “archaic” etc. As an example all of the paintings were chosen based on the subject: the presentation of the naked woman in paintings up through the century.  But if one looked across the four chronological series instead, the naked woman was not the most interesting in the paintings. Instead one focused on the crossover theme, which was introduced by the horizontal connections. Here the visitors clearly saw how the experience of each work changed depending on the context.
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	Horizons series
	Red series
	The year 1926 series
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	Look down into the ”grid-gallery”
	The naked woman series in the ”grid-gallery”
	Ceramics and chair-design in the ”grid-gallery”


Subsequently, the visitors were led into the main gallery of the museum, which for this purpose had been transformed into a big, open storage with paintings, sculptures, ceramics and chair design – pieces of art from the museum collection. Two empty side galleries had been built as part of the main gallery. The side galleries consisted of dais for objects and chicken wire with hooks on which to hang paintings. Focus now shifted from the guide to the visitors. The group was divided into small units consisting of 5 to 8 participants. Each unit was asked to choose works that attracted their interest – not necessarily works that they liked or knew beforehand. Right up till this point the participants believed that the guide would subsequently talk about traditional history of art and the chosen works. However, in the side gallery the units were given the task of defining a coherent theme, which could illustrate a relation between some of the artworks they had chosen. The themes they chose differed considerably from each other: “The colour green”, “tristesse”, “love”, “Cobra”, “the course of life”, “the good, the bad”, “the hard, the soft”, “stripes”, “apple juice and summer” etc. This became the working theme for the continued process.
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	The “main gallery storage” – the process begins
	The ”main gallery storage”
	Bringing art in and out of the side gallery. The guide has to do all the carrying because of security


This was followed by a process of selecting art in the side gallery according to the chosen theme. Some of them fitted in, others did not. The visitors then searched for more works in the main gallery storage that could intensify the chosen theme. A kind of “visual brainstorm” emerged where every potential work was carried in and analysed in relation to the theme and the other works of art in the side gallery. Each person in the group had to discuss and negotiate about what worked visually and what did not. During this process argumentation and discussion filled the air. The works were constantly moved and removed. The participants had to persuade each other by verbalising the qualities of each work of art, explaining why it seemed so distinguished and precise that it fitted exactly into this or that context. Usually, the exhibition began to emerge after 30 to 40 minutes. Often the theme developed during the process and often it would go “Bang!” – and the entire group agreed, that the exhibition was “right”. It is difficult to explain by words when something looks right – which in a way is a point. It was interesting to see how unity and consensus emerged among the visitors through the process – by working their way through the art, they had established a codex of what looks right and what does not. That experience was essential for the project.

After “exhibition completed” we held a symbolic opening in miniature with tiny drinks of juice and one saltine per person. The guide acted as “the director” and made a speech to “the curators” and everyone gave a cheer – in the traditional Danish manner, like we do it e.g. at birthday parties. Subsequently, the visitors introduced their exhibitions to each other. After the openings the exhibitions were photographed and published on Trapholt’s website in order for the visitors to re-experience their personal exhibition at home and perhaps show it to friends, colleagues and family members.

	[image: image14.jpg]



	[image: image15.jpg]



	[image: image16.jpg]




	Loud discussions
	Final result the exhibition “Brown edges”
	“Opening”


Visitors in Flow

· An experience I will remember for a long time.Inspiring (woman, age 62 )

· Stick to the idea that you as a visitor can “work” with art – brilliant idea (woman, age 27)

· I haven’t visited Trapholt for the last time (man, age 30)

· You see and experience the works of art in a far more profound way than by merely being a passive viewer of an exhibition (unknown data)

· I have discovered that through presentation specific aspects of a work can be emphasized. Earlier I hadn’t thought so much about that, but I will now (woman, age 75)

· The museum visit by far exceeded my expectations – very exiting arrangement and guided tour – do go on! (man, age 58)

The museum made a questionnaire survey on visitors’ experiences of the project “Curator for a day”. 76% gave the highest mark, 5 (very good) on a scale from 1 to 5, and 24% gave 4 (good). There were no lower marks than 4. Many said that they had talked more about art than they would usually have done. The vast majority described the arrangement as challenging, exciting and fun.

On a normal guided tour at Trapholt it is evident that our visitors very much like naturalistic works. As the museum collection primarily consists of works from the second half of the twentieth century, we normally also show strange and “disgusting” works during a tour. Often the guide and the visitors discuss what art is and what art does to us. During the project “Curator for a Day” it was remarkable that exactly works, which our visitors normally characterise as being non-art, not worth looking at, were the works that they often chose as the fascinating starting point of the whole project. They rarely chose figuratively, and even the most unusual and most criticized works of ceramic were picked for their exhibitions. The visitors began perceiving the works as results of creative and visual processes. Suddenly they focussed on details, colours, shapes, tactile and graphic aspects, energy, lines – all the essential, aestethic parameters that add quality to the piece of design and the work of art. They put words on the essential things, and they actually turned out to be excellent viewers as well as describers. In the questionnaires, all of the participants emphasized aestethic reflections. Through the visitors’ internal discussions about what to emphasize in each work, they became conscious about their personal approach. 78% of the visitors said that it was wonderful to be part of the action and to personally influence the museum visit. By having made an exhibition themselves, they felt that they had gained insight into the curatorial work at a museum.

The visitors’ attention was intensified and they were attentive in a manner that is rarely seen at the museum. They wandered off into the works and forgot everything about time and place. The atmosphere was always playful, intense and cheerful. What happened to the museum visitors? The mere phenomenon of getting involved in a process, where you are concentrated and constantly challenged in relation to your abilities, has been described in detail by the psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s theories on flow. He describes flow as a situation in which abilities and challenges result in a feeling of experiencing something new, – a creative sense of being taken into a new reality – people loose their sense of time and space in the act (Csikszentmihalyi 1989). The preconditions for the flow experience are manageable tasks and accurately adjusted sets of rules that stimulate without constricting. In many ways the flow situation resembles childrens play. Many visitors recognised that they had not dared participate, had they known what they were letting themselves in for. This suggests that the strategy of using a regular guided tour as the mask for the project was important. Throughout the project the visitors thought they knew what they were going to do. The guide acted as coach who during the course stimulated when necessary and abstained from intervening when the group acted in a self-organising manner. In this way we tried to stay on the exact point between ability and challenge. Apart from a great professional knowledge about all the works in the main gallery storage, It demanded a good sense of intuition and empathy from the guide to know when and how to coach the process.

The Museum Ritual

Many museums create exhibition that are sequential with didactic components such as labels and panels that describe what is to be learned from the exhibition. Inspired by the anthropological approach of Victor Turner’s theory on a rite de passage between two states of mind, a museum visit can be understood as a ritual (Turner 1967). The visitor arrives (state 1). The visitor sees an exhibition – experiences/learns aestethics and insights (liminal/transitional state). The visitor leaves the museum as a new and clarified person (state 2). However, one can question whether visitors experience in the manner, which we want them to. The interactive experience model suggests that the museum is a much more complex and multifaceted situation than just a question of the relation between the visitor and the exhibition. The constructivist learning theory suggests that we learn by restructuring what we know in advance – not by incremental learning added bit by bit. With the radical constructivist approach in the exhibition “Museum Mausoleum” we experienced, that Trapholt became a vivid place of aestethic experiences and dialogues in a way, we had never seen before. 

We used the ritual model to organize the project. Initially, the visitors arrived at the museum and were guided on a regular tour and felt safe about that (state 1). Secondly, they were thrown into a kind of unanticipated phase where they had to leave their familiar behaviour patterns while curating their exhibitions (liminal/transitional state). In order to put the visitors back into their familiar positions – but now with new insight and recognition – we arranged the opening as a ritual of completion (back to normal conditions – state 2). The ridiculousness about the miniature way of celebrating the opening contributed to a cheerful and informal atmosphere where the guests could relax and have a laugh about the previous seriousness during the process. We were very aware, that many visitors had crossed major mental boundaries. They probably had never “played” their way through a museum visit before – maybe never played en public before. Playing is by most adults considered a childish act, though the flow theory suggests, that precisely playfulness is an important characteristic of flow-like concentrated creative and absorbing activities in our lives. Our visitors had played the role as curators in a game. Personal limits had been crossed, and we had to restore them as “ordinary” visitors again, in order to make them feel comfortable about the experience. With the “opening” the guide and the visitors could return to their familiar roles and exchange their experiences as a conclusion of the course. Finally, questionnaires were handed out and the project ended.

“Curator for a day” was one of many experimenting educational projects at Trapholt. It should be considered why it is often children who benefit from the many educational museum experiments. Evidently, this project shows that also adults are excited when given the chance of trying something new. At present Trapholt plans to open the entire museum storage to the public. As part of that we consider establishing the facilities that are needed in order for the project “Curator for a Day” to become a permanent offer.

· Csikszentmihayi, M.: Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience. 1989

· Falk, J.H. and Dierking, L.D.: Learning from Museums. Visitor Experiences and the Making of Meaning. Maryland, USA 2000

· Hein, G.: Learning in the Museum. London 1991

· Turner, V.W.: The Forest of Symbols. Ithaca, N.Y. 1967

Artikel – skal skrives anderledes og jeg er ikke klar over hvordan, da den jo ikke er udgivet eller står i noget blad.

· K.L. Jeppesen: Survey on “Curator for a Day, Trapholt”, internal paper, not published

Many thanks to Jette Harnbjerg Nielsen for helping with the translation of the article.

� The exhibition was jointly curated by the museum director Peter S. Meyer, curator of art Eva Bræmer-Jensen and curator of education Karen Grøn.
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