Between Formalism and Context
A few months ago I heard the writer Arnold Zable speaking about the poverty of the welcome that the Australian people have offered refugees arriving from across the seas. Zable spoke eloquently about the two poles that can determine those kinds of responses - of xenophobia, fear of the stranger, and philoxenia, welcome of the stranger. And it struck me that museums have tended to offer a similarly schizophrenic reception to the artist that dares cross their threshold. On the one hand, they want to welcome them as sisters and brothers in arms, committed to exhibiting cultures that represent and reflect upon the past. But on the other, many curators are challenged by the subversive intent of the artist, committed as they often are to practical critique of the conventions that have long underpinned curatorial practice - an insistence on category and typology; on firm assertion of object identity according to function or association, or both; and on cautious protocols prescribing the exhibition and display of artefacts.

Here, I’ll nail my colours to the mast. I am a strong proponent of opening up curatorial practice by admitting the artist-stranger into our midst. In the case of the admission of this artist, Jo Darbyshire, to the Western Australian Museum, I think the result, The Gay Museum, has shown some of the possibilities that exist for a meld of artistic and curatorial approaches in our exhibition regimes. And I recognise the “enormous step” that the museum took in affording Jo the space to make this show, in spite of some clear opposition to the proposal, on the grounds of its content and its form. Consider these words of Robert Buck, Director of the Brooklyn Museum, who gave access to Joseph Kosuth for his remarkable show, the Play of the Unmentionable, in 1990:

The museums curators and administrators pondered Kosuth’s proposal carefully…what at first seemed a potential danger to the institution proved to be one of the most popular exhibitions in years.

Similarly, The Gay Museum, has won praise for its refreshing approach, both to the issue of representing the long-suppressed histories of gay and lesbian communities in this State, and for its opening up of the symbolic possibilities for material culture collections. 

Now, this is not the first time that an artist has worked in an Australian museum. In fact, artists-in-residence have become a common-place in the museum in the past ten years or so. Luke Roberts work through the 1990s, in particular, has been instructive in reflecting on museological practice and collecting cultures. In a piece on Roberts and Shiralee Saul’s online installation Wunderkammer,  Beth Jackson wrote that the artist in the museum…

confounds the roles of curator, collector, and artist…assumes the authorial site of power in the work but rather than perform an interpretive function…sets the viewer adrift to make their own meanings, for here are no ‘signposts in the sea’.

What marks out the contribution of Jo Darbyshire is that she has integrated the work of artist and curator, rather than “confounding” these roles. While The Gay Museum is an open and polysemic exhibition, I also believe that it has enough “signposts in the sea” to reveal itself to audiences and avoid charges of elitism. The exhibition reconciles the artistic will to present and display objects and specimens playfully and metaphorically, with a strong social history desire to “tell” a story, to narrate experience. In many ways it was the productive tension that existed between these two impulses that is responsible for the special character of the show.

 
Specifically, I think Jo’s work sits within recent attempts to ‘open up’ the two main traditions that have typified exhibition practice in museums. Susan Pearce has expressed this as, on the one hand, a formalist, object-centred practice, and on the other, a social history contextual approach. If I put this a little too crudely for the sake of brevity, I might say that the formalist approach has generally presented artefacts with simple labels that speak directly to form and function, while in social history exhibitions we expect to see artefacts set within general chronological and/or thematic explanations of their use or associative contexts. There are good examples of both these techniques in the Western Australian Museum - consider the remarkable turn-of-the-century mammals gallery contrasted by the Western Australia: Land and People exhibition in the refurbished Hackett Hall.

There are some recent examples where museums have sought to recast both these approaches, and I think they are indicative of the attempts that are being made to open up a ‘third way’ between formalism and social history. The Museum of Sydney under the senior curatorship of Peter Emmett, was strongly informed by cultural studies and new museology. While criticised as self-consciously elitist, the museum made much of accenting the textual qualities of its artefacts. Objects were prised out of comfortable, conventional narratives and opened out to new stories of contest and conflict, representing cross-cultural relationships to a specific place; the site of old Government House in the city. In another significant case, the Eternity Gallery at the National Museum of Australia, has purposefully emphasised the artefactual quality of ‘virtual’ multimedia documents of experiences of human emotions. The multimedia texts of Eternity slide somewhere in between the convenient boxes of museum labels and artefacts, narrating experience but carrying a kind of artefactual ‘weight’ or texture. In some ways, this gallery responds to the call by George MacDonald, former director of the Museum of Victoria, to see the ‘information’ enabled by new media technologies represented alongside the ‘information’ of artefactual collections in our museums.

In the Gay Museum, Jo Darbyshire has accented the metaphorical, textual possibilities of artefacts she has chosen from across the science and humanities collections. She had to do this because, quite simply, there were few if any objects in the museum’s collections that represented gay and lesbian experience. So, a Shame-faced Crab, from the aquatic zoology collection, stands for the dissembling that gay men and women have used as a survival technique; an electric shock machine is a stark metaphor of the forced repression of sexuality. Altogether, the artefacts stand as a remarkably eclectic selection that shows the clear artistic will to metaphor and symbol, without ‘over-valuing’ them as ‘art objects’.

Importantly, the exhibition also makes another play that adds to the openness of the experience. Oral history texts, photographs and selections from newspapers are treated as artefacts, deployed with respect for their material qualities and held in tension with the objects rather than simply used to explain them. Here, Jo is responding to the arguments of Elizabeth Edwards, among others, who has argued for consideration of the photograph as artefact:

Photography…cannot be reduced to a totalising abstract practice, but instead comprises photographs, real visual objects engaged in social space and real time.

The meaning of photographs is then always contingent on the cultural imperatives of the moment. In the covering of some faces in photographs displayed in the Gay Museum, at the insistence of the people involved, we learn much about the way in which homosexuality is still a liminal, marginal experience for many. The moment of consumption of the photograph, to use Edwards’ term, is laid bare. Meaning can be freely accessed because of the photographs’ presentation as “things” in a visual economy of  “production, circulation, consumption and possession”. Similarly, the oral history accounts that are represented as real “things” in the exhibition space carry a kind of power and weight that makes curatorial editorialising redundant. Instead of narrative direction that tells us to read the material culture in a certain fashion, we have ‘concrete’ words and recollections that are in dialogue with the objects. And it is this inversion of textuality, accenting its artefactual character, that both responds to the artist’s aesthetic interests and yet ensures that this is a “sea with signposts”.


To this point, it might sound as if I am extolling the virtues of the artist’s opening out of the varied media in the exhibition for its own internal purposes; and yet I challenge anyone who has seen the exhibition to claim that it is a glib postmodern play without a politics of action. Far from it, I think it is a deeply layered and political work in this sense. Yet, the artist-curator has left enough room and openness to encourage audiences to enter into dialogue with its elements. There is no mistaking its politics, and yet it does not argue a single, seamless narrative, nor expect universal agreement. It has a high degree of what Andrea Witcomb, Jo’s supervisor at the Research Institute of Cultural Heritage, at Curtin University, would call dialogic interactivity. Writing about the possibilities for museums in the 21st century, Andrea has argued for museums to create exhibition spaces that are conceptually involving for visitors. Identifying the first steps taken along this path by the Museum of Sydney, she wonders whether…

…a dialogic approach to interactivity can be developed in ways which speak to broader audiences, using their own cultural languages, while still dealing with important political issues. Further work is needed on the part of museums to locate ways in which dialogue can occur over contemporary social concerns using the language of popular culture.

It is my contention that Jo Darbyshire has taken another step along this path in making The Gay Museum. The exhibition is substantively a representation of gay and lesbian histories that have long gone unrecorded and unremarked. Jo has recovered these pasts, and in the process created an exhibition that asks us to consider the multi-vocality of the artefacts, texts, photographs and multimedia that comprise the exhibition; collapsing the hierarchy between artefact and interpretation. In The Gay Museum, Jo makes the point that it is all interpretation and artefact at the same time. Not all dialogic museum experiences must necessarily take this approach, but this work points out the possibilities that exist in integrating artistic and curatorial approaches in the service of dialogue between museums and their audiences. It is another reason for us to practice philoxenia and welcome the “stranger” in our midst.

