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Abstract: Becoming Public(s): Practising the Public Programme in the

Contemporary Art Institution

From the informational to the informal, the practical to the performative, what a
contemporary art institution’s public programme includes is seemingly limitless.
Despite the increasing visibility of this practice, it remains side-lined in institutions
and discourse. Yet, | argue it offers a unique vantage point from which to explore
publicness, as it is produced by the art museum and its extended spaces — the
contemporary art institution, art school and performance festival — in a manner
distinct from exhibition making and other forms of the curatorial. | ask in this thesis:
what can the space of the public programme tell us about what it means to become

public in the contemporary art institution?

It is my contention that publicness is both spatially and temporally constructed; we
must observe and quantify the feelings, responses, actions of ourselves and others
to truly understand it. Through a combination of queer theory, theatre and
performance studies, | attend more fully to the sensuous, affective and felt
dimensions of publicness, and trouble the abstract, singular public found in the
construction ‘public programme’. Challenging pervasive spatial metaphors of
publicness that curatorial discourses often have recourse to, | then argue for an

alternative understanding of publicness as an emergent becoming.

My understanding of ‘becoming public(s)’ emerges from the art museum and how it
has been tied to publicness in rather uncomfortable ways, alongside close readings
of specific moments during events | have programmed or attended that left me
feeling uncomfortable, awkward, or uncertain how to respond. My findings are taken
back into practice in a series called That Awkward Stage: Private Workshops for
Public Programmers (2018-19). Inviting participants to share moments of discomfort
in their double role as programmer and audience, | analyse anecdotes shared to
answer my final research question: what could reframing publicness as a process of
becoming do to our understanding of the public programme in the contemporary art
institution? This thesis argues for embracing the discomfort around publicness as a
way to rethink the space of the public programme in ways that no longer take

becoming public for granted.



Presentation Conventions

All citations in this thesis follow the Harvard referencing system. Where text has been cited
or summarised from the same source and page number over several sentences, an intext
reference appears at the end of the relevant section. Where text has been cited from an
online source, the intext reference will be (name date). Where text has been cited from a
webpage and no date appears, usually in the case of organisations, the intext reference will
be ‘(name of organisation/person n.d.)’. Where text has been cited from an online book with
no page numbers, the intext reference will include the chapter and/or section number.

Titles of events, performances and artworks are italicised, with the date in the first instance
of citation, and the artist's name where relevant.

All quotations, from text or direct speech, are in single inverted commas. Quotations within
quotations are given double inverted commas.

| used two methods of recording speech: digital recordings of interviews, that | transcribed
and kept on file for reference; hand-written notes in research workshops, where | took down
short, verbatim quotations of direct speech as well as made observations, which are kept on
file for reference. Quotations from interview material and written notes on direct speech in
the workshops will either be referenced in the text, or have the name of the person quoted in
parentheses and the year. Everyone quoted has given their consent, but for full anonymity,
all interviewees, attendees to workshops and informal conversation partners whom | have
quoted have been given pseudonyms and there is no direct reference to their place of work
in the thesis.

Where areas of discourse are referred to for the first time, they appear in lower case and in
single inverted commas, such as ‘the curatorial’ and ‘the educational turn’.

British spellings are used throughout, except in quotations from published texts wherein
Americanised spellings are used. In these cases, the text is quoted verbatim.

| use the present participle ‘practising’ when referring to the rehearsing and performing of the
practice of public programming. When using ‘putting into practice’, | refer to both the practice
of public programming, and the activity of practising — rehearsing or performing something.

| outline and refer to the development of the museum as foundational to my object of study.
But | use the terms ‘museum’, ‘art museum’ and ‘contemporary art institution’
interchangeably throughout, to trace the practice and development of public programming
across all kinds of art organisation, unless | am referring to a specific, named place.

| use ‘the public’ to denote the singular. | use ‘publics’ to denote the plural. | use ‘public(s)’ to
speak about both the singular and the plural, holding onto both notions at the same time.
However, it is important to say that these notions are often blurred.
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Prologue — A Public Programme in Five Acts

Please be aware that tonight’s performance involves blocks of ice suspended from

the ceiling. Be wary of melt water and falling ice.

Heeding this warning, we arrange ourselves around the darkened theatre space and
listen to the delicate clang of melt water droplets hitting a cascade of cymbals. A
woman sits at a desk, softly reading into a microphone, sploshing her bare feet into
bowls of water. Next she stands beneath a suspended harp, pulling invisible threads
attached to its strings, eliciting their vibration. Later she disappears behind a
projection screen to play with plants and their shadows. As each of these

movements unfolds, blocks of melting ice drip, drip, drip onto cymbals.

++++++

Undressed and wrapped in a towel, | am given a cup of sweet birch cordial and told
to shower before entering the sauna. The sauna healer places soothing wet leaves
on my forehead and tickles the soles of my feet, before caressing my whole body
with branches. The strokes vary in intensity until | feel sharp tingles on my arms,
thighs and sides of my trunk. When she opens the sauna door, letting light and cool
air in, | hear a Finnish folk song sung in low tones, and have the strong sensation of

a forest awaiting me outside.

+++++

‘Choose a one. Keep your eye on this one at all times. Now, get as close to your one
as possible.” Each of us quickly identifies someone, and in hot pursuit we form a tight
circle whirling around itself. ‘Now chose a two. Get as far away from your two as you
can.’ The group disperses, spreading into the farthest edges of the large room. ‘Find
your one and your two, make an equilateral triangle between you.” Off we scurry, but
no sooner has the group settled, when our entire system breaks down and renews
again its searching movement. Gradually, | understand our game as a metaphor for

an ecosystem, smiling at its simplicity.
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++++

During the feedback session someone seems eager to demonstrate extensive
knowledge of how empathy dissolves subject positions, and can be felt across the
species divide. Another asks whether empathy can be arrived at, or is only ever in
process? Someone else says it works because we don’t understand it intellectually.
Might empathy be the best tool against the relentless productivity demanded by

neoliberal capitalism?

++++

In the black-box theatre on Saturday night, a three-piece, high energy feminist punk
band are giving us everything they’ve got. Wearing blue lipstick and oversized tabard
costumes, the trio’s raw vocals are soundtracked by drums and keyboard. There
aren’t enough of us to match their energy, and the audience splits into three groups
— some dance like crazy; others shuffle shyly; children dart about in between, staying

up well past their bedtime.

(Mulvey 2019)

++++

What brings these diverse, strange sounding or intimate activities together? They
were all part of Edge Effects, a four-day public programme happening in and around
Glasgow’s Centre for Contemporary Arts (CCA) in July 2017." Opening with Aine
O’Dwyer’s sound performance installation Down at Beasty Rock (2017), Edge

' Edge Effects was curated by the Scottish Sculpture Workshop (SSW), an art organisation based in
the village of Lumsden, Aberdeenshire (SSW n.d.). The programme brought SSW’s participation in
Frontiers in Retreat (2015-18), an EU-funded collaboration project around questions of art and
ecology, to a much wider public than their immediate and rural locality. | was commissioned by SSW
to write a critical review of Edge Effects, published on their website in 2019. The five vignettes that
appear in this prologue are extracts edited and adapted from my text. They are also indicative of the
development in form and purpose of the public programme over the last fifteen years across
contemporary art institutions large and small. This example at the CCA aligns with programming
happening across national, middle-sized and small institutions like Tate, Serpentine Gallery and Arts
Admin to name three London-based institutions.
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Effects also included: a traditional Finnish ‘whisking’ session at Glasgow’s Victorian
Arlington Baths Club, from sauna healers Mari Keski-Korsu and Maaria Alén; Mele
Broomes’ Movement Workshop that mixed games, core strength and hip opening
exercises with African diasporic social dance; a discussion on how empathy might
reconnect us with our ecosystems, hosted by Interfaces for Empathy; Charismatic
Megafauna’s Saturday-night gig.? Despite their differing modes and scales of

engagement, it is possible to bracket these five distinct experiences together.

From the informational to the informal, from the practical to the performative, what
the public programme of a contemporary art institution can now include is seemingly
limitless; but at its heart, a public programme is about coming together to experience
something. Yet despite the variety, vibrancy, and increasing visibility of the public
programme, it receives relatively little scholarly attention and remains side-lined in
practice and discourse. As a producer of publicness distinct from exhibition-making
and other forms of the curatorial, this thesis argues for taking the public programme
seriously as a unique vantage point from which to explore publicness in the

contemporary art museum and its extended spaces.

2 Besides these activities, a temporary library with a collection of books and reading lists was set up in
the CCA Clubroom.
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Introduction — Public Problems

During my seven years as Assistant Curator (2009-15), and later Curator, Public
Programmes (2015-16) at Tate, London, | encountered many small and large
challenges. Some cropped up time and again, particularly in the auditorium spaces
at Tate Britain and Tate Modern most often used for holding large-scale public
events.? These included misspellings on holding slides, ticket machines and
PowerPoint presentations failing, and members of the audience asking whether the
roaming microphone was ‘on’ (it was) when asking a question. | began to see these
recurring quirks as part of Tate’s Public Programme, developing a level of familiarity
and ease with them. Other things like a speaker falling off stage, or the stage itself
being inaccessible to wheelchair users (in Tate Britain’s auditorium), were, in the
case of the former, surprising, and of the latter, deeply problematic and indicative of
wider structural problems. Big or small, such things were nonetheless stressful,

awkward and embarrassing to deal with in the moment as a public programmer.

A more curious problem occurred outside the museum. Whenever someone asked
what my job entailed, | described different forms the ‘programme’ might take,
spending little time explaining ‘public’, as if its referent was self-evident.* But ‘public’
does not just denote; it connotes. As an adjective it suggests that something is
designated for use by ‘everyone’; like ‘public convenience’, ‘public transport’, or
‘public right of way’. It is often mobilised by institutions to imply openness and
accessibility, particularly when next to the word ‘programme’. In a similar manner,
the public describes a mass, abstract group or generality, that ‘everyone’ is
notionally part of. Perhaps because these assumptions of accessibility, mass
inclusion and participation seemed obvious (which is in itself problematic), | didn’t
reference them when explaining how the term ‘public’ connects with ‘programme’. Or

perhaps | didn’t have the language to talk about ‘public’. At least, not yet.

3 For clarity, | use capitals to refer to actual job titles, departments and teams, and lower case to
speak about the public programme and other related work in general.

*| use single quotation marks to introduce ‘public programme’, ‘public’ and ‘the public’ in this section,
because they are abstract entities, but they also have material qualities and effects. Once they are
sufficiently introduced as concepts and things, | refer to them without quotation marks.
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How might these unexpected or seemingly intractable ‘problems’ that repeatedly
crop up in the practice of public programming, be connected to the difficulty in
articulating and accounting for what being public, and part of a public, means? This
thesis takes the space and practice of ‘public programming’ as it manifests in the art
museum and its extended spaces of culture and knowledge production — the
contemporary art institution, gallery, art school, and performance festival — as a
unique vantage point to ask: what does it mean to effectively and affectively become
part of a public there? | argue that it is precisely the small and larger unplanned or
unwanted moments that tell us the most about this. These instances may feel funny,
awkward, embarrassing, hopeful, intimate or upsetting. Yet, as | unfold below, much
of the literature accounting for this significant, but under-theorised area of curatorial
practice, is unwilling to describe or detail the messiness of the publicness it
produces. Scholar and curator Mick Wilson even publicly called attention to the need
to ‘get specific’ about what happens in the discursive and performative events of a
public programme during a lecture in 2018. In answer to this call, and my own
observations of gaps in the literature, | carry out an unflinching exploration of my role
in, and feelings about, moments when it felt curious, unsettling or difficult to be
public, and part of one, during a selection of events | have programmed and/or
attended. | also include stories from other public programmers that are both common

and unique to anyone working with publics in such spaces.

In what follows then, | describe the practical and theoretical methodologies used to
probe this specificity gap, and unfold my main argument. Namely, that it is through a
deep investigation of the peripheral, awkward, uncertain moments of programming
that we might articulate public as an emergent process of becoming, of relations
between people that unfold over time, rather than a fixed space and state that we
simply step in and out of. What this realigned notion of publicness as in becoming
might mean for public programming practice is really the import of the thesis. | follow
this with a chapter summary and conclude with why such a re-framing, through the

process | describe, is necessary and can be generative.
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Practice-led Approaches to Materialising Publics

Alongside theoretical interventions into the existing literature, mapped after this
Introduction, | do three things to depart from what has already been said around the

public programme and answer my central research questions:

1) I use myself as primary locus of publicness; | draw on autoethnography and action
research to reflect on my positions, actions and feelings as a public programmer and
audience member in writing;

2) Via a specific body of curatorial practice, | hold workshops and conversations with
other programmers, producing further material to analyse and theorise from;

3) These also ‘put into practice’ my theory that attending to the periphery of the event

teaches us more about what it means to become public(s) as a process.

| expand the approaches of point one, before moving through points two and three
together, though all three are intertwined. The concerns of this research emerge
from my experience of a specific curatorial practice in the art museum, though the
events and experiences | discuss do not all issue from its matrix. Each example is,
however, indicative of programming that has been ascendant within it: the
participatory performance, the summer school, the curatorially-reflexive symposium,
the reading group, and the workshop. This is because the issues of the public
programme in the contemporary art institution are necessarily expansive, moving us
beyond its specificity into other spaces and practices of cultural production. This
move also demonstrates the need and value of bringing theatre and performance
studies to bear on public programming, to understand it more fully and probe the
reluctance identified in the literature (mapped below) to get specific about what

happens within it.

Observing publicness as a process through the programmer’s perspective, | go
beyond the surveyed literature that mainly offers perspectives on format,
participation, disruption, dissensus, social practices from a safe, critical distance in
line with the professional case study (Bishop 2004, 2012, Rogoff 2010). | move away
from turning experience into theoretical material to be applied generally, or carrying

out audience evaluation. These methods tend to reinforce the notion that a public is
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a separate entity from the institution. Instead, | acknowledge that, as Andrea Fraser
writes, ‘[e]very time we speak of the “institution” as other than “us” we disavow our
role in the creation and perpetuation of its conditions [...] the institution of art is
internalized, embodied, and performed by individuals’ (2005 p.283). This means that
when working with my own experiences, or those of other programmers through the
workshops and conversations introduced below, | am working with them as audience
to their own programmes. These peers and colleagues might have roles and
responsibilities within an institution, but are also part of the public produced by it. In
my writing and practice, therefore, | propose a third way between the distanced

curator/theorist and the researcher who talks to ‘audiences’ about their experiences.

Starting from my experiences as a public programmer at Tate and my attendance at
other kinds of events, | account for several moments that, for me at least, disrupted
the smoothness of the ‘event’.> From these moments | produce a detailed
understanding of the publicness that emerged, without shying away from messy
specificity. My use of the term ‘disruptive moment’ refers to something unexpected or
unplanned happening during the process of the kinds of events routinely produced
through public programming. Emily Pringle and Jennifer Dewitt have also described
certain Tate Learning practices that ‘engineer’ ‘disruptive moments’ to ‘allow the
learner to develop new understandings about art’ (2014). My analysis of
performance practices also refers to situations designed to disrupt and unsettle. My
point is not to distinguish, but use the potential of disruptive moments — often minor,
even queer, because of their uncategorisable status as neither success or failure —
that become significant through the process of telling, discussing and writing. These
are sought and investigated by me as a researcher because, prior to this research,
they had already impacted my reflective practice as a public programmer. Through

the approaches | take, such impact may be traced materially and affectively.

® | use speech marks here to acknowledge that, like the public programme itself, the event is not an
easily agreed upon thing. For example, the ‘event’ in Erin Manning’s theorising (discussed later) is
rather more philosophically conceived as ‘according to a Whiteheadian concept of the actual occasion
[...] the coming-into-being of indeterminacy where potentiality passes into realization’ (Manning 2016
p.2). The public programme may be conceived of as an ‘event-based’ curatorial practice, and | aim to
keep both conceptual and material meanings of ‘the event’ at play, but will not always refer to it in
speech marks.
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The series of workshops developed as part of this research, called That Awkward
Stage: Private Workshops for Public Programmers (2018—19), was conceived of as a
para-professional space for programmers to share and discuss moments of
‘becoming public’ from their own experience, and designed to go beyond data
gathering or group interviewing that might produce material purely for my research.
Between October 2018 and July 2019, | held three workshops with groups of eight to
sixteen participants, with each workshop advertised to a particular group, or
individuals from my own peer network, via email invitation. Prior to attending,
participants were sent a provocation to think of two moments — one as a
programmer, one as an audience member — where it felt like the ‘smoothness of the
event’ had been disrupted by something unexpected happening. After introducing my
research and the workshop’s aims, they were invited to choose one example to tell
to a partner, followed by a simple group conversation about what they had discussed
in pairs. None of the workshops were audio recorded; instead, | wrote immediate
notes and detailed observations afterwards. This decision was consciously made to
create a space where participants felt comfortable speaking about topics and
feelings not permissible in other professional contexts. In addition, rather than
harvesting tales of discomfort and uncertainty for my own research purposes and
data-gathering, | aimed to create a reflexive space that could be of mutual benefit. |
also held several one-to-one, reflective conversations afterwards with participants
and would-be participants.® With permission, these were digitally recorded and
transcribed. | either quote directly from notes and transcriptions, or paraphrase what
was said; but to allow participants anonymity | use pseudonyms, and do not name
their workplaces. Chapter Four reflects more deeply on what these unrecorded

workshops afforded, but they are drawn on at particular points throughout the thesis.

The workshops and conversations ‘put into practice’ approaches from the written
thesis by bringing collective awareness to disruptive moments issuing from practice,
and creating their own mini-moments of ‘becoming public’.” Undoing the fixed
demarcations of institution, programmer, artist, participant and public, these

gatherings moved us between different normative positions, rather than re-enacting

® There were several who could not attend but were eager to discuss my provocation.
" This experimental methodology draws on action research and reflexive practice carried out at Tate
where | tested, refined and reflected on ideas directly through programming.
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them, which often occurs in a ‘straight’ interview process. Designed to parallel
spaces of professional development and practice-sharing, these workshops were
never about ‘best practice’. Neither were they about sharing ‘worst practice’. Instead
they created space to unpick what a group of professionals themselves understood
by ‘public’ as it connects to ‘programme’, in whatever institution or mode of practising
they were engaged. In their review of autoethnographic practice, its qualities and
challenges, Carolyn Ellis, Tony E. Adams and Arthur P. Bochner (2011) state that

(113 143

asking: “How useful is the story?” and “To what uses might the story be put?” really
lies at its heart (2011 p.282). If the workshops held as part of this research aimed to
create a useful space for programmers, this thesis aims to unpack unusual and
useful stories about becoming public for a wider network of curators, programmers
and scholars engaged in multiple practices of producing publics, and their

institutions.

The workshops and conversations involved colleagues from my time at Tate; the
2018-19 cohort of artists from Open School East and its staff; and a miscellaneous
group drawn from my, and an existing, professional network. | publicised them
through direct invitations, and the channels of partner institutions. Drawing on
professional and peer networks in this way, some participants were known to me and
also count as friends. Ellis, Adams and Bochner note that the ‘relational ethics’ of
autoethnographic work are often ‘heightened’ because this work is not done in
isolation. It happens in and through dense social networks that include family, friends
and colleagues, and inevitably ‘implicate[s] others in our work’ (2011 p.281). The
workshops and conversations exploited the gap between the professional and the
anecdotal running through the colleague/friend dynamic. It also introduced personal
and professional risk, undoing the presumed distinction between the ‘objective’ ideal
of the distanced researcher and the subjective reality of being a programmer among

(known and unknown) others.

Due to the sometimes awkward, sometimes intimate nature of the topics under
discussion in this thesis, which expands the felt texture of publicness, my research
has, at times, turned out to be quasi-therapeutic. In the workshops, openly sharing
my own examples of disruptive moments and admitting uncertain feelings about

them elicited the most honest and interesting responses from my peers. This was not
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always easy; as Ellis, Adams and Bochner astutely point out, autoethnographic
practice is often criticised by social science ‘proper’ for being ‘insufficiently rigorous,
theoretical, and analytical, and too aesthetic, emotional, and therapeutic’ (2011
p.283). Not enough on the one hand then, and too much on the other. This ‘too’ was
initially a concern for my writing and practice-led approaches, reflecting a more
pervasive uncertainty about what is ‘too much’ and ‘not enough’ permeating the
problem of publicness. It certainly emerged through the workshops where, for
example, we explored how the propriety of publicness may be threatened by an
unpredictable public becoming ‘too emotional’ and ‘over sharing’. Rather than shying
away from this excess, | argue it is exactly what needs exploring — to fully realise the
potential of the public programme to offer something valuable to our understanding

of publicness as a process of becoming.

What emerged through the excavation of my and others’ disruptive moments is
written through an autoethnographic approach. In keeping with the ethnographic
tenet that ‘the social’ is ‘not an experimental science in search of law, but an
interpretive one in search of meaning’ (Geertz 1973 p.5), | acknowledge that
personal experience informs the relationship between me as ‘researcher’ and what,
or who, is ‘researched’, guiding my interpretation.® My approach is particularly
inspired by Jack Halberstam’s conception of queer failure (2011), underpinned by a
‘low theory’ that resides in ‘popular places, in the small, the inconsequential, the
antimonumental, the micro, the irrelevant’. My methodology of gathering and sorting
through stories from the periphery is emboldened by Halberstam’s ‘low theory’,
which is propelled by ‘chasing small projects, micropolitics, hunches, whims, fancies’
(p.21). My research works on a similarly diminutive but granular scale, assembling
‘eccentric texts and examples’ in a way that emboldens others to speak about what
most often ‘flies below the radar’ of institutional and personal scrutiny (p.16).°
Secondly, Halberstam writes that ‘[r]eally imaginative ethnographies [...] depend
upon an unknowing relation to the other. To begin an ethnographic project with a

goal, with an object of research and a set of presumptions, is already to stymie the

8 In the same passage Geertz also says that ‘man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he
himself has spun’, which feels fitting to the workshops and conversations (1973 p.5).

® Indeed, the practice of public programming itself is often acknowledged amongst practitioners to fly
below the radar, especially in large institutions.
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process of discovery’ (p.12). Such an ‘imaginative [auto]ethnography’ speaks to the
practice of workshops and conversations described in Chapter Four, and indeed the
entire thesis as a process generated and marked by a series of hunches. Indeed, my
hunch that attending to the overlooked, awkward and uncomfortable parts of the
public programme could reveal what is at stake within it, is really where this project

began.

Theoretical Approaches for Materialising Publics

The existing literature, mapped below, variously renders the apparatus of the
museum, curating and the participatory encounter visible and critically available.
However, the specific ways in which becoming public within institutional spaces
manifests itself remains relatively unscrutinised. Consequently, this literature tends
towards the idea of delivering for a general, idealised public that art institutions both
invoke, and are predicated on. Even the pluralising of publics segments them into
neat groupings to be marketed to and extracted from, rather than embracing — or
celebrating — their embodiment, contradictions and contingency. These literatures
move from conviviality to antagonism, knowledge production to dissensus and
transformation, yet each position reduces publicness to some kind of singularity. As
suggested above and discussed in more detail below, resistance to getting specific
about the messy contingency of becoming public could be about distancing
ourselves from failure and implication. This limits thinking about what is at stake in
such moments, and how they might re-construct our staid understanding of publics
and publicness. The politics of this thesis is found in disturbing and disrupting the
idealised notions of publics that are drawn on, and sometimes instrumentalised, by

the art museum and its extended spaces.

The main theoretical bodies | draw on to probe the gaps and problems issuing from
the Literature Review are theatre and performance studies, queer and feminist
theory, which often interact. However, | argue they have not been combined in any
substantive way to interact with material from museum studies, the curatorial, new
institutionalism, educational turn and discourses on participation and community.
Though these areas suggest, even turn to the performative, queer or the situational

(feminist) in their singularity, what happens when we combine them to make these
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links explicit? For example, if queer criticality challenges and breaks down normative
identity categories, could it break up the normative, monolithic construction of ‘the
public’ to re-think how publics are produced performatively, even queerly? It is also
through queer, feminist theorists such as Halberstam (2011) and Sara Ahmed (2004,
2006) and theatre scholars like Nicholas Ridout (2006) that we find examples of
where getting specific takes us. Applying these more embodied approaches to the
disruptive moments | describe enables a nuanced understanding of publicness,

moving it beyond an abstract state, or static space that we step in and out of.
Summary of Methodological Approaches

My project emerges from how the art museum has been tied, in rather uncomfortable
ways, to normative, idealised notions of ‘public space’ and publicness. It understands
publicness as a function of the art museum, not simply a given. Taking public and
private as overlapping across bodies and architectures (Warner 2005), together with
Allen’s suggestion to understand public as more a question of ‘when’ over a
condition of ‘where’ (2015 p.178), | take a specific place — the contemporary art
institution — and a specific practice — the public programme — to unpack publicness
as an emergent and contingent process of becoming. | do this through a close
reading of small and large ‘public problems’ | encountered as public programmer and
audience member, described at the outset and re-framed as ‘disruptive moments’. |
do this because the public is an abstract notion, which, as my Literature Review
details, leaves it open to instrumentalisation. Indeed the experience of publicness
itself often precarious, particularly for certain bodies for whom the right to appear

publicly does not come easily, as Judith Butler (2015) has suggested.

In order interrogate, challenge and resist this abstractness, this research looks to a
specific practice that | have been professionally invested in for over seven years, that
like publicness, has no fixed definition. A public programme might be called
education, learning or engagement and may fall between several departments and
agendas, including curatorial or marketing. It can take overlapping forms from the
discursive, to the participatory, experiential or convivial, and can even be presented
as entertainment. For the purposes of this thesis, it can generally be understood to

open a temporary space of face to face gathering and reflection on an institution’s
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main or core programme of exhibitions and displays. But this also explains why my
examples range from participatory performances at a city-wide festival and during a
panel discussion at a conference; the reading group as curatorial intervention in an
independent gallery and studio complex; the lecture at curatorial summer school in a
European art school; the avant garde performance at a national museum ‘late’.
Examples retold from workshop attendees are similarly diverse, but all are indicative
of the range of forms that a contemporary public programme might include, and
variety of contexts in which it takes places. Lastly, my inclusion of examples from
contemporary performance practice is particularly pertinent to my observation that
theoretical material from this field presents many of the challenges, and therefore
have something valuable to say about what is at stake in programmed moments of

face to face gathering.

In taking this practice, and the professional demarcation of public programmer,
seriously, | claim it is a specific and valuable form of curatorial practice, rather than a
mere aspect or adjunct to the exhibition, as it generally appears in the literature. As |
also map in my Literature Review below, the specificity of this practice and what it
really has to offer, has been missed. My research addresses this gap. But | do so in
an unexpected manner — not by surveying and holding up examples of best practice
to showcase public programming as an exemplary curatorial form. Rather, |
undertake a close, autoethnographic reading of small and larger disruptive,
unsettling or unexpected moments from my professional practice as a public
programmer, and my experiences as audience to such programmes, to understand
what is at stake in this process of becoming public, and further, what this practice of

public programming is really capable of.

Since this research comes out of my own embodied experience of a specific
curatorial practice — public programming in the museum and contemporary art
institution. My research paradigm, or rationale for carrying out this study in the way
that | did, is bringing embodied experience(s) to bear on our understanding of
publicness, eschewing its here-to-fore abstractness to develop a more tangible
relation to it. | do this through a consistently autoethnographic and / or embodied
approach: unpacking my own examples of disruptive moments; developing and

sharing an anecdotal practice with other public programmers to work with theirs;
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bringing queer, feminist and situated theoretical approaches together with
performance and theatre studies to address the problems and gaps mapped in the
literature accounting for the public programme, thereby emphasising the felt
dimensions and messy reality of becoming public(s). This thesis demonstrates that is
only by teasing out the affective registers of experience that we can ever challenge
the ideal, abstract notion of ‘public’ assumed and invoked by art institutions, and

institutions more broadly.

Operating para-professionally, these workshops challenged the normative divisions
set up by much of the literature between professional/audience, and the classic
theorisations and disciplinary boundaries that stem from this. Consciously muddying
the distinction between programmer, researcher and audience in my own
autoethnographic writing practice, reinforces the idea that we are not separate from
the institution we operate in, nor the publics we produce. This approach was
mirrored through my use of a familiar format of the public programme — the workshop
— to put into practice my model of paying attention to the periphery. It also created a
situation where everyone present arrived with the professional demarcation of public
programmer and became audience to each other, their own programmes, and co-

researcher with me.

The criteria for selecting the examples | explore, and the methods used to arrive at
the conclusions | draw from them, follow this practice-led, embodied approach.
Firstly, the activities and situations from which these examples issue range from
performances to lectures and other more recognisable public programme events. As
suggested by my Prologue and detailed above, this demonstrates how expansive the
public programme has become, and as such a range of practices must be
considered to understand how it produces relations beyond official, dominant forms
of sanctioned publicness. The examples of disruptive moments drawn from my own
anecdotal archive of organising and attending events, and several stories emerging
from the workshops, were selected via two criteria. Firstly, the heightened state of
feeling at the time, and the tenacity with which they have stuck in my memory.
Secondly, their uncertain categorisation and potential therefore for multiple retellings
and readings. For example, the fact that | have never known quite what to make of a

strong sense of shame during a participatory performance about race and
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community, is what first drew me to write about it in depth and rich texture in Chapter
Three. Suffice to say that all examples from my own experience, and those shared
during the workshops that | selected to retell, all happened in public, in the temporal
and spatial presence of others. Those selected from the workshops and
conversations were chosen largely for how they rendered an ‘outside’ of what we
might consider permissible or possible within our current working definitions of
publicness from programmers themselves, or made the invisible boundaries of public
‘space’ (a notion | am not entirely doing away with, as discussed in Chapter Four)

visible.

| unpack these examples without fixing their meaning, suspending their anecdotal
status and avoiding turning them into ‘case studies’ as such. Rather | use theoretical
resources that explore minor, periphery, and — in particular relation to the workshop
practice — anecdotal and performative modes of speech and their productivity to
arrive at my conclusions. Indeed, Gavin Butt’s writing (2005) on gossip’s role as a
performative informational practice that produces a different, but equally important
kind of art-historical knowledge, has been instructive in developing my approach to
both the writing, and the workshop practice detailed below. Given that my work
entails a centring of peripheral phenomena, Manning’s writing on the value of the
‘minor gesture’ is key. She writes that ‘the minor’ both ‘exceeds the limits of the
event’ and makes the event’s limits felt, and thereby ‘punctually reorients experience’
(Manning 2016 p.2). My conception of events is, on the surface at least, more literal
— programmed forms of gathering in contemporary art institutions engaging both
specific, and less defined publics. However, Manning’s recognition that a focus on
the minor materialises the event’s limits informs my approach to writing about my
experiences, as well as understanding what emerged through the workshops and

conversations | held.

The conclusions that | arrive at through these examples contribute to new knowledge
in the specific field of public programming, but this research also impacts curatorial
discourses through its specific focus, as well as challenging discourses on the public
sphere in its reframing of publicness as a temporal process of becoming. My main
outcome is a specific methodology of paying attention to the periphery of events and

making this an anecdotal practice by sharing it with a professional peer group
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through the series That Awkward Stage: Private Workshops for Public Programmers.
| called this a para-professional space because it was not about show-casing best
practice, or debriefing about worst practice in order to improve it. My centring of the
anecdote within practice eschews this unhelpful binary to suggest a third way of
considering what it is we are doing when we are producing publics. In doing so it
addresses both public programmers and their institutions, where | hope it can be of

most use.

Chapter Synopsis

In the next section, a Literature Review introduces my own practice-informed context
for this work; outlines the critical contexts hailing from several overlapping literatures
that account for the public programme; suggests their problems, gaps and
opportunities for this thesis’ intervention. Building on this theoretical basis, and to
cast the assumptions around publicness that attend the public programme into
doubt, Chapter One begins my analysis of ‘disruptive moments’ with a piece of
programming undertaken in 2011 that continues to provoke a sense of unease in
me. | look back — not to get critical distance, but to re-inhabit an uncertainty that as a
professional, | might ordinarily detach myself from. This approach is taken
throughout the chapters, as | write from the various subject positions of public

programmer, audience member, workshop facilitator and conversation partner.

Chapter One — That Awkward Stage

Through a detailed analysis of Aaron Williamson's performance Collapsing Lecture
that | curated for Late at Tate Britain: Diffusions in 2011, | propose the public
programme as a ‘stage’ where the art institution’s ‘awkward’ relationship to its
publics is played out. After Mufioz (2013), | take this stage to be both a physical
platform and temporal phase, which reveals the process of the institution instituting
itself as well as our becoming public(s) within it. Unpacking the Collapsing Lecture’s
catalogue of ‘queer failures’, after Halberstam (2011), reveals how staff, performer
and public are implicated in the scene of publicness, but feel and respond differently

to it, becoming public in a variety of ways through it. From this | unfold the key
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aspects for understanding publicness as a process of becoming, or how we become

public(s) in the contemporary art institution, addressed in the remaining chapters.

Chapter Two — Paying Attention: Economics, Ethics, Embodiment

In this chapter | examine how one of Warner’s keys claims — that ‘a public is
constituted through mere attention’ (2005 p.87) — comes to bear on two common
spaces created by the public programme: the summer school and the reading. How
are these spaces ‘held’ by the event’s protagonists — the speakers, performers, or
facilitators — and the multiple ‘actors’ (human and non-human) in the room:
audiences, participants, institutional staff, furniture and technical equipment? Not
only are they all vulnerable to the failures of Chapter One, but | unpack how ‘paying
attention’ is both an economic and a public relation, extending my analysis with other
examples of programming and contemporary art practice. | then suggest how a shift
in attention from what is produced, to who and what is producing our attention,
opens the potential to explore and value the difference we inhabit when coming into

publicness with others via the public programme.

Chapter Three — Performing Responsibility: Temporary Communities and

Performance Art

This chapter picks up the thread of responsibility introduced in Chapter One, and
suggested in Chapter Two, since we cannot respond to that which we have not first
attended. This chapter explores becoming public via two participatory performances
that challenged the notion of a passive audience and made claims for a temporary
community and group formation. Analysing my complex, ambiguous feelings about
what | participated in, this chapter thinks through what it means to be responsible for
each other and the spectacle, and how these two things are sometimes at odds. Are
such situations that are constructed and contingent a mirror of our present neoliberal
condition where everyone is responsible for their own success and failure? If so,
what are the limits of our capacity to respond? How does the body of this researcher
and the histories and presents she is implicated in come to bear on this? What does

it mean to participate ambivalently in community?
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Chapter Four — Practice Makes Public

In the role of public programmer, emotional meets professional labour in public. This
chapter tests a central proposition of the thesis — the public programme as ‘awkward
stage’ — through an emergent practice extending the written research. That Awkward
Stage: Private Workshops for Public Programmers (2018—19) was a series that ‘put
into practice’ the shift in attention suggested by Chapter Two, inviting public
programmers to collectively pay attention to the periphery of events they have
programmed or attended. Participants shared and unpacked their own ‘disruptive
moments’ as anecdotes that might otherwise be overlooked, for what they might tell
us about publicness as a process of becoming. Creating a collective anecdotal
practice, we were able to rethink the personal, professional and social demarcations
that construct the public programmer, and the public to be programmed. Lastly, to
explore the potential of a para-professional space for examining the uncertain parts

of practice.

Introduction Conclusion

This research is not an historical or contemporary review of public programming
practice, though it could lead to one. What emerges instead is how we may use the
space it affords to unpack facets of publicness, which could come to matter in ways
we cannot yet quantify. As | write this, during the summer of 2020, the ascendance
of the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement calls on white people to pay attention to
the reality of Black lives, to realise that they are implicated in white supremacy, and
must become actively anti-racist in order to dismantle it. In times like these art
institutions make many promises,’® which the public programme is frequently used to
implement or make visible, often through discussion-based events. At best, public
programming becomes the instrument of commitment to systemic change; at worst,
a spectacle of it. One of the most urgent shifts in public programming to emerge in
the four years since | began this research is away from the desire to create ‘safe

spaces’ towards the creation of ‘brave spaces’ (Arao and Clemens 2013, Palfrey

19 As seen in the proliferation of statements issued by national and smaller scale art institutions in
support of BLM over the summer of 2020, and indeed their critique (Greenberger 2020).
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2017)." The need to unpick what becoming public feels like in all its
uncomfortableness, is part of this essential work. Because what is too often left
unsaid, or unexplored, is how such moments of publicness are produced by
institutions. This means we cannot yet understand, nor move beyond the
assumptions made about the very experience of becoming public there. This thesis
offers to peel back the layers of production and get specific about this process.
Because the public programme is used by contemporary art institutions to promise
so much, this research works towards realising its potential, as a space where all the
affective realities of becoming public can be not just felt, but explored. Where we can
collectively and reflexively pay attention to how people may appear, be heard,
respond to, or resist what is happening, and re-form publicness in any given

moment.

" In part as a response to BLM’s demands, and in part in recognition of the fact that there is no such
thing as a ‘safe space’. This has come up in several informal discussions with colleagues, and also
described by Arao and Clemens (2013), and further discussed in Chapter Three.
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Literature Review

Working Knowledge

This thesis is informed in great part by my experience of working within the Public
Programmes team at Tate Britain and Tate Modern from 2009 until 2016."2
Additionally, as this research has come about through a Collaborative Doctoral
Partnership with Tate, with the mandate to critically investigate the public programme
in the contemporary art institution, | have drawn a lot from my time there.’® My
knowledge of public programming extends across a range of predominantly Anglo-
European museums and contemporary art institutions. My understanding of the
‘public programme’ is as a set of event-based opportunities for ‘the public’ to engage
with the art, ideas and range of different practitioners, most often organised in
relation to an institution’s exhibition and/or collection display programme. An
institution’s public programme may be named as such or come under a range of
other titles such as ‘learning’, ‘education’ or ‘public engagement’. Tate’s Public
Programme (named as such) is aimed at adults,’ and includes a ticketed
programme of talks, symposia, tours, practical and discussion-based workshops and
evening courses, as well as performances and film screenings.' Two additional
strands under Tate’s Public Programme umbrella are the Access Programme for
adults with physical or sensory disabilities, and the Community Programme that
supports local groups to visit to the museum.’® As such, recent forms of public
programming at Tate and elsewhere, encompass different formats that range in tone

from the academic to the playful and convivial.

12| |eft the role to begin this research in 2016.

13 As a result, this thesis has been developed in dialogue with colleagues from Tate’s Public
Programme and the wider Learning and Research Department.

14 As distinct from audiences that Young People’s Programme, Early Years and Families, Schools
and Teachers teams cater to.

'3 This programming overlaps at times with the Live, Film and other programming developed by the
Curatorial Department, or, is produced collaboratively with them.

'® This particular configuration was formed after a review of the Learning and Education Departments
at all four Tate sites that began in 2011. One outcome of this review, entitled ‘Transforming Tate
Learning’ and documented in an online resource of the same name (2014), was the merger of Tate
Modern’s Learning Department with the Education and Interpretation Department at Tate Britain,
creating the cross-site Learning Department, which became Tate Learning and Research Department
after a further review in 2019. The outcome of the first review meant that explicit income-generating
activities and ‘free’ (institutionally funded) programmes were brought together, something which, at
first, sat awkwardly with some members of the newly formed Public Programmes.
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Broadly speaking, the public programme in the contemporary art institution operates
in relation to the artistic programme, adjunctive to the primary activity of exhibition-
making. When there is a dedicated role or team it sits, not always distinct from, but
variously in or between curatorial, education and even marketing departments.’” This
may highlight the promiscuity of the practice in larger institutions, whereas in smaller
organisations, public programming is often something curatorial staff take on as part
of their role." Over the last twenty years and particularly in the last ten, through
socially engaged, performative, discursive and digital practices, the public
programme has become foregrounded as the site and conduit for new
agglomerations and kinds of art production. Though not exclusive to art museums,
the proliferation of ‘late’ events across UK museums since the early 2000s opened a
space for event-based art and programming that crossed participation, knowledge
production and performance. As playful, performative and noisy programming took
over the museum — galleries, foyers, cafes, learning and even back of house spaces
— so called ‘Lates culture’ (Stockman 2018) expanded possibilities for engagement
beyond traditional formats like ticketed talks (though these are almost always
included)." My prologue described the variety in formats, spaces and content of
public programming now, all of which makes it a difficult, but interesting, practice to

delineate and study, with its own set of problems and opportunities.

Such ontological slipperiness in institutional practice is also mirrored in where and

how aspects of the public programme appear across a variety of discourses and

7 Despite the dedicated remit of Tate’s Public Programme team, sitting within the wider Learning and
Research Department, a recent internal review showed Curatorial and Marketing Departments,
alongside different commercial sites like Tate Shops, Bars and Restaurants, to all be generating
public programmes. This unpublished internal Tate document was carried out by Madeleine Keep in
2019, the then Convenor, Public Programmes.

'8 The ‘About’ page of The Showroom’s website and ‘Staff’ page of Chisenhale Gallery show no
named or designated public programme, education or learning staff (The Showroom n.d. Chisenhale
Gallery n.d.).

'% The Serpentine Gallery’s twenty-four-hour Marathon events began in 2006, as a way to animate
their annual architectural pavilion commissions. A year later their Park Nights programme expanded
the gallery’s repertoire of contemporary art production (Serpentine n.d.). Building on these
developments, Tate Exchange opened in 2016 as a physical space and programme at Tate Modern
and Tate Liverpool, this time with a directly participatory remit: ‘for everyone to debate and reflect
upon contemporary topics and ideas, get actively involved, think through doing, and make a
difference’ (Tate n.d.), making such programming visible as a daytime, fluid, durational and ‘drop-in’
activity not requiring tickets.
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literatures. The intersections between departments | described above point to the
interstitial place of the public programme and, therefore, the intersecting literatures
that speak to this uncertain delineation. Particularly in exhibition studies, the public
programme is hierarchically bound to the exhibition as an under-theorised, under-
archived and altogether more slippery cultural object than the more orderly, bounded
exhibition.?? Having offered my own professional perspective, below | map the
discourses and literatures that account for elements of the public programme
through museum and exhibition studies, the curatorial, educational turn and new
institutionalism. While most do not directly address it as such, these discourses
account for a space that might be described as ‘the public programme’, framing it in
terms of disruption, expansion, performativity, inclusivity and an opening of
knowledge production to wider publics. They also draw attention to, or critique, a
number of key terms used within contemporary art institutions and public
programming practice, such as ‘community’ and ‘participation’. Is participating in
something and/or forming a community the positive experience and virtuous goal
that it is purported to be? What are the possible political and institutional agendas
behind the desire for fuller ‘public’ participation, and what are the effects of such
agendas? Lastly, | encounter the problem of the illusive and elusive ‘public’ itself. In
practice, and in most literature concerning museum and gallery audiences, the public
is an ideal group of people, desired and addressed, but also abstract and often
absent. In what follows | establish the normative assumptions that the delineation
‘public programme’ is built on, and how these different issues take shape. | build my
own rationale for why it could benefit from, and holds the potential for, a more
thorough critical analysis than has previously emerged from the literatures | map,

based on the gaps and problems identified therein.
Museum and Exhibition Studies
This thesis issues from the art museum and how it has been tied to publicness in

rather uncomfortable ways. Emerging from the display of private collections of rare

objects — frequently looted from other countries and cultures (Schoenberger 2020) —

2 This is exemplified by the fact that, to my knowledge, there has not been a book-length study
examining the role and function and potential of the public programme, despite an increase of
curatorial and scholarly interest in it, as demonstrated by Alex Hodby’s PhD thesis (2017).
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to a privileged few, in the nineteenth-century the museum opened its doors to a
‘general public’ (Bennett 1995, p.59). Embedded in providing exclusive access to
private property, the museum’s relationship to publicness is ostensibly about the
movement of private wealth into public hands, as benevolent social improvement
(Duncan 2013, Candlin 2010). Shifting from a notion of public good in the late
twentieth-century, the museum becomes a hybridised space of commercial and
social reproduction. Yet it maintains a special, and problematic, relationship with
privacy: the twenty-first-century museum is routinely used to wash clean corporate
and private wealth, protecting the interests of private persons (Cuno 2004), through
capital projects, blockbuster exhibitions, public programming and benevolent ‘out-
reach’ for marginalised publics. Not only have privacy and private interests always
been enmeshed in a notion of the museum as public good, but the exclusivity of this
exceptional ‘public’ space has been hidden under a veil of universality, openness

and accessibility that it connotes.

Museum studies helps us to conceptualise this exceptional space in other ways.
Carol Duncan describes art museums as ‘ritual structures’ where visitors perform
ritualised gestures leading to a transformative experience moving them beyond
normative ideas and ideals (1995 pp.1-2 and pp.12—-13). Drawing attention to the
power of the museum to produce subjectivities, Duncan contributed to a challenge,
in the 1980s and 90s, to the dominant model of the museum as the keeper (curator)
of rational knowledge, bringing the experience of an embodied spectator who walks
those spaces into view. However, as Duncan acknowledges, the transformational
ritual of the museum is best performed by those who fit into the representational
regime of its collection (pp.8-9). As such, it is a powerful technology to reinforce
subjectivity in relation to normative ideas of gender, sexuality, race and nationhood,
as much as it may challenge and transform them. This is further explored as a ‘crisis
of representation’ by Andrew Dewdney, David Dibosa and Victoria Walsh (2013). |
return to their research addressing Tate Britain’s ‘problem’ of ‘missing
audiences’/‘non-attenders’ (p.4), often classified as ‘minority’ in a dominant white,
heteronormative culture, because it is crucial to the development of the public

programme as a necessary space of address.
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Tony Bennett explains how the ‘civilised subject’ is produced through the parallel
development of the penitentiary system and the museum, with complex mechanisms
of display and surveillance (1995 pp.59—-86). Bennett argues the museum creates a
looking subject that understands itself as looked at, by interiorising its panopticon
gaze. As technology of surveillance, the museum sets up a powerful connection
between seeing and knowing, producing a looping consciousness and self-regulation
in the looking subject who (p.63), allowing us to consider it a specific technology of
publicness. Today the kinds of publicness the museum produces are not only based
around looking, as different forms of public programming, marketing and commercial
activities demonstrate. But Bennett also allows us to think beyond an individual
looking subject, to consider how the museum produces a ‘general public — witnesses
whose presence was [...] essential to the museum’s display of power’ (Bennett 1995
p.59).

Departing from a literature that, despite Bennett, largely speaks to the museum’s role
in the production of individual subject positions, Simon Sheikh introduces temporary
exhibition-making’s ‘production of a public’. As the producer of ‘the “new” bourgeois
subject of reason’, the temporary exhibition employs specific modes of address to
produce a public as ‘an imaginary endeavor with real effects’ (2017 pp.175-8).
Describing and accounting for these ‘real effects’ becomes important if we are to

move away from the public as an abstraction, towards a specific materialisation.

The Curatorial

In the 1990s an accelerated discourse on curating emerged through its
professionalisation and entrance into higher education, along with international
symposia, meetings of curators and the curatorial anthologies they produced (O’Neill
2007 p.14).2" A more recent offshoot of this discourse is ‘the curatorial’ — a critical,
theoretical field, moving beyond curating as practice, which Maria Lind positions as a
mediating function ‘performed’ across a variety of fields (2012). Jean-Paul Martinon

writes that ‘the curatorial disrupts knowledge in order to invent knowledge’ (2013

21 paul O’Neill has heavily contributed to the professionalisation and discourse of curating through his
curatorial, educational and editorial work, producing several of these anthologies, also mentioned in
this Literature Review.
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p.30), and in a similar move, Rogoff states it is at best ‘when it is attempting to enact
the event of knowledge rather than to illustrate [...] knowledges’ (2013 p.46).
Elsewhere, Bridget Crone describes the curatorial as inclusive of all kinds of ‘para
activities’ that, we might otherwise describe under the umbrella of the public
programme. For Crone, the curatorial is a ‘moment of encounter or staging’ where
something is ‘made visible’. But though it is ‘intrinsically performative’, it is not
theatrical (Crone 2013 p.209). How could such expansion into performativity and
event-ness help our understanding of the space and possibilities of the public
programme? If we understand the public programme as a performative encounter,
we can also allow consider its ‘staged-ness’, and attendant failures, as constitutive of
it. Instead of disavowing the theatrical, | argue for embracing it with literature from
theatre and performance studies, to better understand how the public programme
performs and produces publicness. In addition, the movement and expansion of ‘the
curatorial’ moves us beyond spatial, architectural metaphors of public space, to

imagine a more temporal, embodied process.

Public Art as Process

Paul O’Neill has recently explored his thoughts on ‘durational public art’ and ‘the
concept of “attentiveness™ as a way of positing our current condition as ‘post-
participatory’ through several talks (for example at CCA, Glasgow 2018). Miwon
Kwon tracks the move from site-specific, to community-specific public art, pioneered

by Suzanne Lacy (and others) drawing on Lacy’s definition of “New genre public
art,” [...] [as] a “democratic” model of communication based on participation and
collaboration of audience members in the production of a work of art’ (Kwon 2002).
Lacy’s term describes public art as practised, rather than placed, favouring
‘temporary rather than permanent projects that engage their audience, [...] as active
participants in the conceptualization and production of process-oriented, politically
conscious community events or programs’ (Kwon 2002 p.6). This shift in ‘public art’
towards ephemeral practice and active participation also describes many of the kinds
of activities in a public programme — such as workshops, co-produced art and

performance — and emphasises increased investment in programming that is
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processual in nature.?? This move prompts a shift in considering publicness, as
political scientist Danielle Allen suggests, ‘in terms of “flows” first, and “spaces” only
secondarily’ (2015 p.178). This, in turn, becomes important to my investigation of

publicness as a process, over and above a fixed space or state.

The Educational Turn

‘The educational turn’, a move away from object-based towards time-bound,
process-based forms of art and knowledge production that often mirror pedagogic
formats, is suggested by Susan Kelly to operate in parallel with the curatorial.
Happening across the university and art school, temporary exhibitions, and of course
museum and gallery education departments, Kelly argues that the former rarely
acknowledged, or interacted with the latter, despite their ‘fascinating radical roots in
feminist politics and radical pedagogy’ (2013 p.138). For Irit Rogoff, ‘the notion of
conversation’ brought about by the educational turn ‘has been the most significant
shift’, though she points out the risk of aestheticising educational formats at the
expense of what is produced (2010 p.43). However, if we can define ‘access’ as ‘the
ability to formulate one’s own questions as opposed to those that are posed to you’,
such discursive programming might begin to account for marginalised bodies

normatively excluded by the institution (p.41).

Moving to museum and gallery education, Felicity Allen (2009) unpacks a complex
understanding of roles, positions and identifications within museum and gallery

education.?® She writes that:

[c]onventionally, museum curators identify with the “self” of the artist, while
gallery educators are situated as identifying with the “other” of the visitor [...]

at Tate Britain, we regularly involve people — “visitors” — to take on the role of

22 putting aside, for now, the ensuing arguments concerning participation and agency, The
Showroom’s Communal Knowledge, running since 2010, provides one example of this shift. It is an
ongoing ‘programme of collaborative projects’ where ‘local and international artists and designers’
work with local residents and groups to build ‘an accumulative shared body of knowledge’ (The
Showroom n.d.).

2 At the time of writing Allen was Head of Education and Interpretation at Tate Britain, and draws on
her institutional experience
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artist or curator so that they, too, can play around, challenge and take
authority (Allen 2009 p.2).

This excerpt brings in another word for ‘audience’ or ‘public’ not often used in the
literature,?* but by centring her analysis on the ‘visitor’, Allen shows how a particular
kind of hosting affords a fluidity of roles and possibilities. Such a focus brings the
public programme towards the curatorial, what Martinon calls a ‘space of concern for
the other’. Martinon suggests curating fails at this, because it is concerned with ‘the
exhibition, the artist, the curator and above all for the objects on display and then for
the other or the audience’ (2013 p.27). The realignment of ‘the curatorial’ towards the
otherness of the public has greatly informed my practice, and this research.?®
Indeed, how we operate within this ‘space of concern’ and still manage to ‘other’ the

public, is important to my discussion in later chapters.

New Institutionalism

‘New institutionalism’ of the 1990s and early 2000s rethought ‘curatorial, art
educational and administrative practices’ of middle-sized contemporary art
institutions, following ‘new museology’ that emerged from reflexive museum critique
of ‘hegemonial western, nationalist and patriarchal narratives and constructs’ to
‘demand for a radical examination of the[ir] social role’ in the 1980s (Flickiger and
Kolb 2013).26 Speaking to the traditional ‘disparities’ created by ‘[e]ducation, learning
and public programmes [...] [being] seen as secondary to, or servicing, exhibitions’,
Sally Tallant presents the ‘new institution’ as an opportunity to place ‘equal
emphasis’ on all aspects of production, including ‘archives, reading rooms, residency
schemes, talks and events as well as exhibitions’ (2010 p.187). More recently,

Alistair Hudson extended this remit to include all activities the institution is used for,

24 Nor was ‘visitor’ much part of my vocabulary as a public programmer, and later researcher. Partly
because my erstwhile job title already acknowledged its role in the production of publics, but also
because at Tate the Visitor Experience Department is separate from, but works closely with,
Curatorial and Learning Departments. Partly because this research operates on the periphery of
museum and gallery education studies, though it has great import for these areas.

% Indeed, at Tate my role was primarily focused on the experience of audiences, in contrast to the
primacy of the curator-artist relationship of the Curatorial team.

% The term was first used by art critic Jonas Ekeberg to describe the practices of middle-sized
contemporary art institutions in Northern Europe in this period (Fllickiger and Kolb 2013).
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including shopping, eating and using the toilets (Hudson 2015).2” Considering uses
and interactions beyond the informational and transactional, John Byrne (et al.) has
asked ‘[w]hat would happen if museums put relationships at the centre of their
operations?’ (2018 p.11). These approaches may allow a notional flattening, though
may still be aspirational. However, they make the public programme more visible,
when it is repeatedly overlooked elsewhere.?® But, as Gabriel Fliickiger and Lucie
Kolb have summarised, new institutionalism’s ‘key actors were theorists, curators
and artists who discussed their own institutional practice’, and while some hoped to
create a ‘politicized public or counter-public’ (2013), they largely failed to reach
beyond ‘a relatively small, invited knowledge community’ (Farquharson 2013). This
leaves the positions of curator, artist and visitor unchallenged, and hierarchical
relations between intra-institutional practices largely intact. Going back to museum
studies and the educational turn, we find the same notion made more explicit.
Dewdney, Dibosa and Walsh describe the ‘[r]elatively marginal position’ occupied by
the education department at Tate Britain (2013 p.63). While O’Neill and Wilson
acknowledge the public programme has long been ‘peripheral to the exhibition,
operating in a secondary role’; however, they do propose that discursive activities
have now undergone a kind of ‘curatorialisation’ making them ‘the main event’ (2010
pp.12—-13).

Both new institutionalism and the educational turn invoke the ‘transformative
potential’ of art (Tallant 2010 p.191), as an aspiration of experimental programming
and even institutions themselves (Vidokle 2010 p.149, Farquharson 2006). O’Neill
and Wilson describe the emergent subjectivities of ‘these radically open transactions
of do-it-yourself learning’ as rejecting ‘a normative production of the “good” subject’
(2010 p.18). Grant Kester remarks that the ‘the language of disruption or
estrangement is emblematic’ in ‘curators, educational programmers, and gallery

et

directors [...] expressing their desire for “disrupting notions of subject” begging the
question where the desire ‘to “challenge” viewers... [and] provide them with “difficult

experiences” comes from and what might it reveal about institutional expectations of

27 Speaking as former Director, Middlesbrough Institute of Modern Art (MIMA).

2 For example, in her essay Radical Museology: or, What's Contemporary in Museums of
Contemporary Art? Claire Bishop’s brief analysis of Reina Sofia’s education programme makes clear
that it is supporting the radical programme of an art institution, without being considered the radical
programme itself (Bishop 2013 p.9).
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publics? (p.13). Shifting the function of art institutions from a model of producing the
‘good’ or ‘civilised subject’ introduced and critiqued by museum studies, to disrupting
and challenging what these categories even mean. The emphasis on disruption and
its transformative potential is also useful for my research, which centres peripheral
distractions and disruptions to the public programme. However, there is still a
received notion of such programming affecting change, frequently evoked in positive
terms. It is implied that such moments will be productive — but productive of what?
Taking these literatures together, a concern for an ‘authentic’ educative experience
seems at stake (that a curator is uniquely placed to facilitate): is one participating
and learning, being challenged and transformed? Or is it merely a spectacular
relationship to an aestheticised version of the educational? A similar concern is
addressed by Jacques Ranciére (2009) where he diagnoses the problem of
spectatorship in theatre as an unresolved anxiety over the gap between passive
viewing and active participation, discussed below in relation to notions of

‘community’ that it is often connected to.

Participation and Community

The intersubjective nature of public programming and attendance cannot be
separated from notions of ‘participation’ and ‘community’ emerging from philosophy,
performance and theatre studies and their relationship to the political. This literature
accounts for areas of the public programme approaching socially engaged,
participatory art practices. Following Owen Kelly’s notion of cultural democracy
(1984), Emily Pringle writes that late 1960s’ community arts in the UK developed ‘the
notion of empowerment through participation in a creative process, a dislike of
cultural hierarchies [...] and a belief in the creative potential of all sections of society’
(2011 p.1). Creative collaboration between artists and communities where process is
prized over outcome is still a common strategy of this kind of practice, with the

worthy aim of increasing agency in participants.

Indeed, international histories of community arts are the forerunners of the
contemporary art practices Nicolas Bourriaud famously coined as ‘relational’ (2002),
where social interactions are materialised as art. His largely celebratory reading of

the conviviality produced through participatory artworks like Rirkrit Tiravanija’s
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shared meals has, however, been widely criticised. As a riposte to the cosiness of
Bourriaud, Claire Bishop (2004) provides a counter-narrative of relational practices
that antagonise social interactions and highlight social inequalities in democratic
society. Expanding her argument (2012), she points to the limits of socially engaged
and participatory art practice when critique relies on moral judgements over aesthetic
appreciation. Additionally, Bishop summarises the agendas for participation as: ‘the
desire to create an active subject [...] empowered [...] to determine their own social
and political reality’, the desire to cede ‘authorial control’ in favour of ‘egalitarian and
democratic’ collective art making, and the desire for a ‘restoration of the social bond
through a collective elaboration of meaning’ (2006 p.12). The latter she sees as
brought about through ‘a perceived crisis in community and collective responsibility’
(p.12). For Bishop, the active/passive binary is so ‘riddled with presuppositions about
looking and knowing, watching and acting, appearances and reality’ that it ends up
dividing ‘a population into those with capacity on one side, and those with incapacity
on the other’ becoming ‘an allegory of inequality’ (Bishop 2006 p.16).2° Similarly
sceptical about the desires for, and possibilities of participation, Jen Harvie asks
whether art and performance practices that claim to offer it ever provide more than ‘a
spectacle of communication and social engagement’ and a dangerous ‘distraction
from the social inequalities they claim to critique’ (Harvie 2013 p.3). She also points
to the potential for these practices to be instrumentalised by producers of ‘neo-liberal

governmentality’ (pp.3—4).

Moving to another highly contested term often aligned with the public programme,
both practically and conceptually — community — theatre scholar Miranda Joseph
questions its celebratory invocation of collective identity and agency in contemporary
society (Joseph 2002 pp.xxx-xxxi). Grant Kester references Jean-Luc Nancy’s
writing on community to show how it has been ‘compromised’ by ‘twentieth-century
totalitarianism’, and its fictitious ‘mass identity’ rendered unthinkable by post-
structuralist denial of a coherent self (Kester 2004 p.154). Kwon similarly argues that
‘community [has been deployed] as a coherent and unified social formation’ to serve

‘exclusionary and authoritarian purposes’. In fact, Kwon writes that just like ‘the

2 Bishop summarises Ranciére’s argument of the active/passive binary, which he connects to the
agendas and desires for participation in contemporary art and theatre.
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concept of the “public sphere,” the community may be seen as a phantom’ (Kwon
2002 p.7). However, Nancy doesn’t do away with community entirely. He suggests
how it might be reclaimed and redefined as ‘without essence’, ‘the community that is
neither “people” nor “nation”, neither “destiny” nor “generic humanity,” (Nancy 1991
pp.xxxix-xl). Taken together then, this literature questions what it might mean to
participate under the troublesome notions of community that are often invoked and
claimed by socially engaged art and theatre practices — especially, | would add,

when under the auspices of the art institution, as part of a public programme.

The Bourgeois Public Sphere

The phantom Kwon refers to builds on philosopher Jirgen Habermas’ influential
concept of the ‘bourgeois public sphere’ (1989). As Nancy Fraser summarises and
critiques, Habermas described the development in eighteenth-century bourgeois
society of a ‘discursive arena in which “private persons” deliberated about “public

matters™ (1990 p.70), that is, issues of societal importance. These discussions were
held away from state influence or control, but crucially became ‘a site for the
production and circulation of discourses that can in principle be critical of the state’
and were ‘distinct from the official-economy [...] of market relations’ (p.57).
Importantly, this discursive arena had the power to challenge the state and
contribute to societal change through rational debate. However, far from being an
open space, it was created by and for an emergent middle-class elite from which

women were generally excluded.

The German word Habermas uses, Offentlichkeit, has been translated as ‘public
sphere’ and its root, Offentlich, translates as ‘open’ in English. The bourgeois public
sphere was both a notional ‘public space’ and distributed across actual places like
coffee houses, private homes and salons where people met and discussed common
affairs. It was fuelled and furthered by new forms of publishing, such as newspapers
that, as Sven Lutticken has noted, were essentially private, commercial enterprises
(2018). Indeed, as Lutticken has pointed out, for Fraser ‘[tlhere are several different
senses of privacy and publicity in play’ in the notion of ‘public sphere’. She lists these
as ‘1) state-related; 2) accessible to everyone; 3) of concern to everyone; and 4)

pertaining to a common good or shared interest.’” In addition, ‘[e]ach of these

41



corresponds to a contrasting sense of “privacy” [...] hovering just below the surface
here: 5) pertaining to private property in a market economy; and 6) pertaining to
intimate domestic or personal life, including sexual life’ (pp.70-71). Michael Warner
goes further to highlight the heteronormative assumptions the Habermasian
bourgeois public sphere is built on: ‘[it] consists of private persons whose identity is
formed in the privacy of the conjugal domestic family and who enter into rational-
critical debate around matters common to all by bracketing their embodiment and
status. Counterpublics of sexuality and gender, on the other hand, are scenes of
association and identity that transform the private lives they mediate’ (2005 p. 57).
Much of the literature drawn together for this review tends towards ‘bracketing [...]
embodiment’, though we are often aware of the ‘status’ of who is writing: eminent art
critics, theorists, historians and curators. Is it possible to rethink publicness through
particular moments when we cannot escape our embodiment, and speak from other
roles or subject positions — such as audience member or public programmer
themselves? Might we learn from ‘counterpublics of sexuality and gender’ to better
make use of our embodied knowledge in these roles? | return to these questions
later through an extended discussion of the key aspects that emerge from Warner’s

understanding of publicness, and how | propose putting them into practice.

As well as critiquing these normative denominations of public and private at work in
the Habermasian public sphere, feminist scholars have troubled the idealistic notion
of ‘competence’ required to speak there. Mary Field Belenky and co-authors have
shown that such competence, or access, is ‘produced by forms of material and social
power’ that are not available to all. They argue instead for recognising the
situatedness of the subject in discursive interaction (summarised in Kester 2004
p.112). The notional consensus issuing from ‘rational debate’ in the Habermasian
model has also received critique: Jorinde Seijdel remarks that, ‘the public sphere and
publicness is no longer based on models of harmony in which consensus
predominates’ (2008 p.4). Seijdel cites Jacques Ranciére’s ‘dissensus’ and Chantal
Mouffe’s ‘agonism’ as equally influential in emphasising ‘the political dimension of
public space and its fragmentation into different spaces, audiences and spheres...
[where] forms of conflict, dissensus, differences of opinion or “agonism” are in fact
constructive’ (2008 p.4). For Mouffe agonistic pluralism differs from a traditional,

Habermasian concept of liberal democracy ‘as a negotiation among interests’ where
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people ‘leave aside their particular interests and think as rational beings’ with the aim
of reaching consensus. Instead, freedom relies on allowing ‘the possibility that
conflict may appear and [...] provid[ing] an arena where differences can be
confronted’ (Mouffe in Castle 1998). In addition, Mary Louise Pratt’s term ‘contact
zone’ that refers to ‘social spaces where cultures meet, clash and grapple with each
other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power’ (Pratt 1991 p.34),
has been influential in radical pedagogies and museum studies to rethink the
dynamics in the classroom and museum (Fischer and Reckitt 2015). The move in
theory and practice from speaking about ‘the public’ at large to different ‘publics’
recognises this pluralist reality, exemplified by the relaunch of the Finnish curatorial
agency Checkpoint Helsinki into PUBLICS, under the direction of Paul O’Neill in
2017. Such revisions are not just a question of plurality however, but equality of
access. These approaches expose the limitations of publicness, community and
participation in art and institutional practices, especially when thought in terms of
unification and consensus. Applied to the public programme in particular they might
help us break up an abstract, monolithic public to be ‘programmed’, rupturing

fantasies of consensus, but multiplying the kinds of communing possible.

Biennialisation

In recent years, the rise of temporary contemporary art institutions in the form of
international biennials, triennials and quinquennials, alongside annual, explicitly
commercial art fairs, have significantly shifted the landscape and visibility of the
public programme. Shwetal A. Patel uses the term ‘biennialisation’ to describe ‘the
often dialectical tension between redemptive world-making and bland homogeneity’
in many of these events (2020). Helping to counteract this, the biennial’s public
programme signifies meaningful engagement with a particular locality, especially if

we are to consider the sustained activity of, for example, Liverpool Biennial’'s work in

43



poorer areas of the city like Toxteth or Everton (Liverpool Biennial n.d.).*° Polly
Staple’s curatorship of Frieze Projects (2003-05) (Gronlund and Staple 2006), paved
the way for public programming, comprising talks, screenings and performances, to
become a fixture of the contemporary art fair.3' More recently, philosopher, curator
and transgender activist Paul B. Preciado’s public programme Parliament of Bodies
for documenta 14 (documenta 2017) considered the stakes of publicness for non-
normative bodies and experiences, becoming an important benchmark for public
programming within the temporary institution (Preciado and Sari 2017). In all these
forms, an increasing visibility of public programming, under the curatorship of lauded
contemporary thinkers and celebrity curators, highlights the growing significance of

this practice, as well as impacting practice in more permanent institutions.3?

The Neoliberal Institution

‘Biennialisation’ could be considered another facet of the neoliberal institution. The
museum is often referred to as a ‘public space’, building on the Habermasian ideal
and its attendant problems. This prompts another consideration of how publicness
and the museum — and by extension today’s contemporary art institution — have
been tied together in complex, uncomfortable ways. If the nineteenth-century liberal
institution was orientated towards a ‘public good’, the twenty-first-century neoliberal
institution conceives of a public in terms of marketing segmentation and opportunity
for commercial growth. Concerning both museum studies and new institutionalism,
this shift is nested within a broader social context where neoliberalism has become
the dominant governing ideology. For geographer David Harvey, neoliberal
capitalism or neoliberalism, initially emerged as an activist political economic theory

promoting the idea that ‘human well-being can best be advanced by liberating

%Y Programming under Education Curator Polly Brannan included permanent commissions such as
Mohamed Bourouissa’s Resilience Garden (2018) and Koo Jeong A x Wheelscape’s Evertro (2015), a
glow-in-the-dark skate park in Liverpool’s Everton Park. In providing collaboratively produced, long-
term engagements, such projects might help redress the problematic art tourism of ‘biennialisation’.
Though characterised in largely positive terms as a regenerative tool (Franklin 2018), art tourism often
felt by local residents to be a brief invasion of the art world elite that can bring problematic aspects of
regeneration (Angotti 2012, Bolton 2013).

31 The art fair's public programme works more with art’s immediate constituents — artists, curators,
dealers, critics — than a broad public, partly due to prohibitively high ticket prices.

32 The anthology How Institutions Think: Between Contemporary Art and Curatorial Discourse (O'Neill
et al. 2017) charts how traditional institutions kept up with more temporary, contemporary formats.
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individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework,
characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade’ (2005
p.2). In practice, as Ben Walters describes, the ‘privatisation of public utilities and
services, reduced financial regulation and lower, less redistributive taxation’ since
1979 under successive UK governments, has significantly impacted society and its
cultural production, generating ‘the celebration of individualism, entrepreneurialism,
competition, risk, resilience, flexibility and consumption and the demonisation of
collectivity, collaboration and activities that do not generate economic capital’ (2020
pp.36—-37). Anthony Davies described the effects and responses of state-funded
cultural institutions ‘set to work by capital in ever more “innovative” (read:
commercialised) ways’ as surfacing ‘a host of contradictions and antagonisms’.
Davies concluded that some embraced ‘the liberating capacity of new revenue
streams linked to consultancy, outsourcing, business incubation and enterprise
activities’. Others sought ‘more tactical models of engagement, looking to new
constituencies and standards of practice’ (Davies 2007). All of which suggests the

public programme is an important tool for the neoliberal institution.

Today, the compromised politics of the neoliberal art institution mean that the
experience of publicness it promotes is betwixt and between: do we accept its
complete neoliberalisation as part of the experience, or do we try and wrest back
from it some moment(s) of public good? Grant Kester (2012) has analysed how New
Labour’s ‘arguments in support of public art funding were increasingly framed in
terms of art’s efficacy in transforming individuals from “marginal” populations (the
homeless, long-term unemployed, “at risk” youth) into productive citizens’. Kester
links the productive potential of these renewed subjects to the value entrepreneurial
artists offer to the overall economy where ‘artistic production deserves public support
because it will lift the UK out of recession’ (2012 p.15).33 In a similar vein, Dewdney,
Dibosa and Walsh remind us that following the then Prime Minister Tony Blair's
famous ‘education, education, education’ speech in 1996, museum and education
departments were ‘invested [...] with a whole new import’ and charged with both

delivering ‘policy objectives’ and ‘lever[ing] funding from other public-sector funding

3 These arguments were based on Creative Britain (1998) by Chris Smith, the then Secretary of
State for Culture, Media and Sport. Kester shows the irony in those whose personal notions of value
may extend beyond the financial, becoming fiscally valuable, even vital, to the country’s economy.
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agencies as evidence of social inclusion and public value.” However, rather than
giving education a more prominent place in the museum, New Labour’s spotlight
‘paradoxically instrumentalised it further as a service department to offset policy
agendas’ (Dewdney, Dibosa and Walsh 2013 p.62). These literatures, alongside Jen
Harvie’'s work (2013), place the public programme doubly at risk of
instrumentalisation. It can be thought of as both an out-sourced service provision of,
for example, education, community support and therapeutic care and a generator of
new income streams. Unlocking lucrative sources of private funding and generating
vital social capital, the public programme boosts the financial well-being of the
institution while simultaneously being drastically underfunded and marginalised
within it (Dewdney, Dibosa and Walsh 2013 p.63). These literatures recognise how

the public programme is both of value, fiscally and socially, and devalued.

If we are able to reclaim some public good from the neoliberal art institution, what is
the quality of this experience? Nina Montmann writes that the, ‘pressure [on art
institutions] to attract a mass public and to deliver a visitors’ count to both sponsors
and politicians’ is simultaneously, ‘contradicted by the need to produce new publics’
(Moéntmann 2008 p.17). Under what Mdntmann calls the ‘corporate turn’,
relationships between institutional actors and publics are experienced by ‘many
curators and directors’ as ‘fragile and awkward’ (p.19). 3 But aside from wincing at
such awkwardness, how might dwelling on particular moments of discomfort be
generative? Burton, Jackson and Willsdon also use awkwardness to characterise the
way in which ‘public engagement’ for museums ‘mixes political practices of
community organizing with marketable practices of aesthetic service,” which they
diagnose as ‘uncomfortable’ but ‘sometimes productive’ (2016 xvii). Not only this, but
the fallen position of museum-as-public-good, built on nation-building and subject
formation, is most recently underlined by urgent calls to decolonise it (Aitkins et al.

2015 Schoenberger 2020).% If the liberal subject of Western hegemonic

3 My working knowledge echoes Méntmann: in Tate’s Public Programme, and indeed the wider
Learning and Research Department, the clash between institutional agendas of inclusivity and income
generation were at times a point of contention.

% Collaborations across the museum and the academy such as the seminar series Decolonising
British Art: Decentering, Resituating and Reviewing Artworks and Collections (2020) show how the
public programme is frequently utilised to demonstrate commitment to this work. The series is an
initiative of the University of the Arts London’s Decolonising Arts Institute, inviting members of the
British Art Network and supported by Tate and Paul Mellon Centre. It is delivered in partnership with
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universalism enshrined in the notion of a public is no more attractive than the
consumer subject projected by the neoliberal institution, then the question is, what

kind of notion of public is desirable, or even possible?

Problem Public(s)

Despite the shift from liberal to neoliberal institution, its notion of ‘the public’ still
relies on a particular nineteenth-century formation of a mass, abstract entity out
there ready to be engaged with and/or dismissed. Contemporary politics also
problematically draws on, or claims to act on behalf of a singular, normative public.3¢
| argue that a lack of understanding, or feeling, for this public is partly what led to the
Leave result of the Brexit referendum in 2016. | propose that a similar lack in art

institutions is equally pernicious.

But in many ways the art institution is now plagued by a plural idea of publics: the
missing, disengaged public, the uneducated, misinformed or unruly public, the
culturally elite and exclusive public, not to mention its further fracturing into particular
‘communities’ branded ‘minority’ (read: non-normative, non-dominant) to be
addressed and/or targeted. Thomas Crow (1985) makes way for thinking this
plurality by mapping early figurations of the multiple publics attending the eighteenth-
century Paris Salon, discussed below. Public programming in relation to, and
alongside, museum and gallery education is now not simply a marginal or
complimentary activity to the main business of preserving and displaying culture or
producing knowledge. It is a powerful tool with which to both overcome and rethink
the art institution’s problematic relationship to all of these publics, fulfil its
responsibilities towards them, and leverage sought after and lucrative funding
opportunities. Trusts and foundations such as Paul Hamlyn Foundation and
corporations such as Bloomberg and Unilever have long been major sponsors of the

arts, muddying the ‘comfortable old distinctions between public and private’ (Wu

MIMA, Birmingham Museums Trust (BMT), Institute of International Visual Art (Iniva) and three major
national collections Arts Council (ACC), British Council (BC) and Government Art Collection (GAC).

% When | began this research, the phrase ‘the people have spoken’ was used by both Leave and
Remain campaigners to justify or admonish ‘the British public’ for their ‘decision’ to leave the
European Union in 2016.
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2003).3” These sponsorship relationships come with specific criteria for engagement

that the public programme is often utilised to meet.38

The problem of an amorphous, mass public presumed to be participating in these
programmes,® is superseded by a public that is elsewhere or missing entirely.
Felicity Allen writes about a Tate partnership with The National Museum of
Damascus, that ‘displayed antiquities to a public who mostly did not come’,
undefinable because it refused the museum’s invitation (2009 p.5). Dewdney, Dibosa
and Walsh addressed the problem of the ‘elusive public’, asking, ‘What is the
contemporary British public and how does it become visible to the art museum’?
Research revealed, ‘the problematic surrounding the representational role of
audience, acting as a stand-in term, a “place holder”, for this public’. They also argue
for, ‘visitor, audience and public [to be] disentangled’ and introduce the problematic
of ‘visitors acting as consumers’ (2013 p.8).4% Jan Verwoert controversially suggests
doing away with any obligation to address a public, thereby resisting its
instrumentalisation for ‘strategic product placement through target group marketing’
(Verwoert 2008 p.67). While there might be some advantage to his approach, it
seems a rather thinly veiled attempt to absolve responsibility of speaking to anyone

other than an already informed audience, recalling new institutionalism’s failure.

37 Until recently oil companies like BP and Shell have regularly (and increasingly controversially)
sponsored exhibitions and public programming in national cultural institutions. BP has sponsored the
British Museum since 1996 (Available from: https://www.britishmuseum.org/support-us/supporter-
case-studies/bp). Tate ended its 26-year-long sponsorship relationship with BP in 2017 (Available
from: https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2016/mar/11/bp-to-end-tate-sponsorship-climate-
protests). Southbank Centre and British Film Institute (BFI) have been supported by Shell since 2006
with sponsorship coming to an end in 2020 (Available from:
theguardian.com/business/2020/mar/09/oil-shell-end-relationship-bfi-southbank-centre-british-film-
institute-climate-crisis). Lastly, the Design Museum’s problematic relationship with an arms trading
company has been called into question (Charlesworth 2018).

38 For example, Tate Britain’s BP Saturdays (2008—12) series of festival-style day-long events led by
Public Programmes, Early Years and Families, and Young People’s Programme that ran at Tate
Britain.

%9 Such as BP Saturdays.

“0 This research was based on the Tate Encounters: Britishness and Visual Culture research project
(2007-10).
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‘Publics are queer creatures’

Verwoert’s dismissal is also indicative of the difficulty in grasping the substance and
essence of any public. Warner also acknowledges their slipperiness: ‘[p]ublics are
queer creatures. You cannot point to them, count them, or look them in the eye’
(2005 p.7) In doing so, he gestures towards certain kinds of embodiment that can
extend an understanding of publicness beyond the ‘rational-critical debate’ proposed
by the Habermasian bourgeois public sphere. As Thomas Crow has shown,
observers and critics of the eighteenth-century Paris Salon did not shy away from
describing its public in sensuous, if derisive, terms. Writing in 1777 Pidansat do
Mairobert conjures this striking scene of the atmosphere and intermingling of

opposites in the Salon:

[...] you cannot catch your breath before being plunged into an abyss of heat
and a whirlpool of dust. Air so pestilential and impregnated with the
exhalations of so many unhealthy persons should in the end produce either
lightning or plague. Finally you are deafened by a continuous noise like that
of the crashing waves in an angry sea. But here nevertheless is a thing to
delight the eye of an Englishman: the mixing, men and women together, of all
the orders and all the ranks of the state [...] Here the Savoyard odd-job man
rubs shoulders with the great noble in his cordon bleu; the fishwife trades her
perfumes with those of a lady of quality, making the latter resort to holding her
nose to combat the strong odor of cheap brandy drifting her way; the rough
artisan, guided only by natural feeling, comes out with a just observation, at
which an inept wit nearby bursts out laughing only because of the comical
accent in which it was expressed; while an artist hiding in the crowd unravels

the meaning of it all and turns it to his profit' (Mairobert in Crow 1985 p.4).

Smell and breath are pungent metaphors in Mairobert’s observation, signalling a
burgeoning fear of contamination in the rarefied space of the eighteenth-century
Paris Salon. Indeed, contamination and unruliness have been recurrent themes for
the museum’s public (Candlin 2008 p.279). Mairobert is also concerned with the
competing affective and intellectual responses to the artwork on view. He does not

simply satirise the clash of cultures and classes, but as Crow observes, insists ‘on an
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undifferentiated whole while attending in detail exclusively to heterogeneity, to the
particular and the private’, exemplifying the inherent contradiction that ‘the “public” is
both everywhere and nowhere in particular’ (Crow 1985 p.4). In the Salon, as we see
in today’s museum and its extended spaces, private interests and commercial profit
were not disentangled from the activity and presence of unpredictable, lively and

multiple publics.

Salon artist and critic Charles Coypel emphasised the point in a different manner:
‘this place can offer twenty publics of different tone and character in the course of a
single day: a simple public at certain times, a prejudiced public, a flighty public, an
envious public, a public slavish to fashion [...] a final counting of these publics would
lead to infinity’ (Coypel in Crow 1985 p.10). Focussing on ‘tone and character’ rather
than individualising details, Coypel employs novel, but general characterisations to
discredit an unpredictable public opinion that could threaten his position as artist.
Coypel’s assessment is so on point it could be contemporary; describing, for
example, the publics at a contemporary museum’s late-night event. As an
eighteenth-century perspective however, it demonstrates how notions of publics
have become narrower, rather than broader, over the last two centuries. What
seems like a flippant account from Coypel takes on a queerer angle when read
alongside Warner’s earlier assertion. Instead of a singular, general public, both
Coypel and Warner playfully evoke the slippery nature of publics — that are plural,

infinite, and resist categorisation — which is what makes them queer.

The word ‘queer’ has a long, complex history. Since the early nineteenth-century it
has been used to abuse and shame bodies that did not conform to what Adrienne
Rich termed ‘compulsory heterosexuality’ (1980), or traditional binary gender norms.
It has been reclaimed and actively used as a self-identification by queer theorists
and activists since the 1990s (Walters 2020 pp.19-20). As David Halperin writes, the
power of queer identity is that it ‘need not be grounded in any positive truth or in any
stable reality [...] Queer is by definition whatever is at odds with the normal, the

legitimate, the dominant [...] a positionality vis a vis the normative’ (1995 p.62).4" My

41 ‘Unlike gay identity [...] rooted in the positive fact of homosexual object-choice’ (Halperin 1995
p.62). However, Halperin also notes that the radical unspecificity of queer leaves it problematically
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use of queer in this thesis does not deny or bracket the connection to a lived
experience of homosexuality and gender non-conformity. Rather, following Halperin
and Warner et al, | wish to suggest how the ‘[un]stable reality’ of queerness might
pose possibilities for publics as a useful deviation from ‘the public’: a mass, abstract
and normative grouping belonging to, and claimed by, a dominant heteronormative
culture. In doing so, | appeal to Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s description of queer as ‘the
open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and
excesses of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of
anyone’s sexuality aren’t made (or can’t be made) to signify monolithically’.
Sedgwick suggests queer has other resonances and possibilities for opening up
‘race, ethnicity’ and other ‘identity-fracturing discourses’ (1994 pp. 8-9). Similarly,
José Esteban Mufioz uses Nancy’s notion of ‘being singular plural’ to address ‘the
way in which the singularity that marks a singular existence is always conterminously
plural’. It is my hope that a conscious, and careful application of queer to ‘the public’
opens up the possibilities for particularity and difference within and between entities,
which are also ‘always relational to other singularities’ (Mufioz 2009 pp.10-11). With
these understandings, how might ‘queer’ be mobilised to expand possibilities but
also, to describe an ‘undifferentiated whole while attending in detail exclusively to
heterogeneity, to the particular and the private’ (Crow 1985 p.4) within the public and
publics? How might a more sensuous, affective mode of attending to publicness see
queerness as belonging to publics in their becoming, rather than already being or

belonging to any particular type of public?

Intimate Relations

Despite their slipperiness and resistance to categorisation, Warner offers ways of
grasping their coming into being. Perhaps most importantly, to begin with, publics
are not simply always already out there ready to be engaged with. They exist only
‘by virtue of their imagining’, are produced through an address (2005 pp.7-8) and

through the ‘mere’ fact of someone paying attention (p.87). It is these things that,

‘available for appropriation by those who do not experience the unique political disabilities and forms
of social disqualification from which lesbians and gay men routinely suffer’ (p.65).
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among other key factors, allow the possibility for strangers to enter into dialogue with

one another about something they share in common (pp.10-11).

Warner also debunks the stricter demarcations of public and private Hannah Arendt
described (1958), demonstrating their continual overlap across our bodies, home,
leisure and workplaces. Though socially defined and constructed, public and private
are not merely abstract categories but physical, somatic realities.*?> As Warner writes,
‘[tlhe word “public” also records this bodily association: it derives from the Latin
poplicus, for people, but evolved to publicus in connection with pubes, in the sense
of adult men, linking public membership with pubic maturity’ (original emphasis).
‘Pubes’ may now be a crude reference to pubic hair, but as Warner also points out,
‘privates’ is another euphemistic name for the genitals, and ‘the privy’ an old word for
‘toilet’. Mapped across the body, public and private are the vectors through which we
understand our own ‘self-hood’, gender and sexuality, and | add, our interpersonal
relationships (Warner 2005 pp.23-24). And so, the transitioning between private and
public is in many ways intimately connected to bodily processes, and other bodies.
Unlike puberty, however, publicness is not only a developmental phase, but a

transition returned to on almost a daily basis.

As well as the sexual, desiring body, the link between pubic maturity and public
membership recalls an occupational hazard for the public programmer: mixing up the
words ‘pubic’ and ‘public’ in an email, document to be published or presentation.*?
Mistakenly alluding to the private, the sexual, when you are in public, performs a
violation of these norms (Warner 2005 p.23), which | suggest is also tangled up with
sexual maturity brokering publicity. If coming into adulthood is partly coming to terms
with one’s own visibility and participation in a wider community beyond the familial
unit, among other things, this is inescapably an embodied experience. | suggest that
when we are public — whether we make ourselves public or are made public by

something or someone else — we are reminded what this feels like. We might sense

“2 It is only through language and training in social norms, of personal hygiene for example, that we
come to think of what is private and what is public as ‘natural’ (Warner 2005 p.23-24).

3 This is a mishap I've fretted over many times, particularly on this research journey. It was returning
to the scene of the darkened auditorium, heart thumping as | waited for my presentation to appear
and imagining the words ‘Pubic Programme’ writ large across the screen, when | first wondered
whether such a slippage might be more than just an anxiety-inducing anecdote?
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a hyper-awareness of our physical body: how it takes up space, how our voice

sounds, and worry about the impression such our presence is making on others.**

If the adolescent body coming into a sexual maturity — a temporal, bodily process —
brokers a public relation with others, then we can begin to see how publicness might
not just be about the space we inhabit, or the words that we use there, in the
Habermasian construction of the bourgeois public sphere. This fleshy, bodily reality
of puberty to publicness reminds us that how we appear, and feel about such
appearance, is just as important. If we can understand the experience of publicness
as necessarily uncertain, the public programme might become an intimate form of
relating that doesn’t escape embarrassment or awkwardness.* In fact, as we shall
see, it may be seen to embrace these feelings, and certainly to produce them.
Inspired by Crow’s mapping, and Warner’s nuanced account, | am calling for
specific, processual, embodied understandings of publicness, as they are produced

by the public programme of the museum and contemporary art institutions.

Getting Specific

Why hasn'’t this already happened in the thorough way that | am proposing? Is there
a problem with, or a fear of, getting specific about this process? From the conviviality
of Bourriaud, to the avant-garde antagonism of Bishop or knowledge production of

‘the curatorial’ and ‘educational turn’, each position reduces publicness to a singular

possibility. Even the pluralising of publics draws on idealised notions, foreclosing on

* Ron Mueck’s Ghost (1998) seems to encapsulate this experience of self-consciousness: a
sculpture of a teenage girl over two metres tall, dressed in a bathing costume, leaning awkwardly
against the wall with down-cast eyes. As Tate Collection’s summary text suggests, the sculpture’s
large scale reflects teenage anxiety at being ‘the subject of others’ attention’ (Martin 2015). Susanna
Greeves similarly writes that ‘Ghost is the embodiment of teenage self-consciousness, the projection
of a stage at which our bodies become suddenly large and strange and acutely embarrassing to us’
(Greeves and Wiggins 2003 p.59).

% Incidentally Tate’s Public Programme sometimes appears uncertain about its own remit and
audience, especially when overlapping with large-scale peer-led events organised by the Young
People’s Programme that regularly attract an audience over the specific age-group of 15-25 they are
aimed at. It is almost as if the institution is unsure about how audiences transition from young people
into adults, and how to respond. This might be true of peer-led youth programming at the other
institutions that were involved in the Tate-led five-year research project Circuit: Firstsite, Colchester;
MOSTYN, Llandudno; Nottingham Contemporary; The Whitworth, Manchester; and Wysing Arts
Centre and Kettle’s Yard, Cambridgeshire (Tate n.d.).
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a more complex understanding of what is at stake within these spaces. It seems that
the distanced critic is still in place.*® The danger in naming the public programme as
such, is that it creates another object of distanced critical analysis, rather than
getting any closer to the messy crossing of private and public that such programming
entails. Not only this, could an increased focus on, and definition of, public
programming — resulting from research like mine — risk losing what makes it such an
interesting space? While | recognise these problems, | believe the promise of
embodiment in some of the literature reviewed points towards a more affective
analysis, as taken up by Jennifer Fischer and Helena Reckitt account for ‘the feeling
of exhibitions’ (2015 p.361). Such an approach expands not only our understanding,

but the possibilities for both practice and discourse around the public programme.

Perhaps another problem with accessing the specificity | call for is the possibility of
failure and implication it opens up, something | suggest performance and theatre
studies may liberate us from. Nicholas Ridout (2006) has theorised the failures of
theatre — that it is ‘uncomfortable, compromised, boring, conventional, bourgeois,
overpriced and unsatisfactory most of the time’ — as constitutive of it (p.3). These
failures are not only intrinsic to the experience, but worth attending to ‘as a fruitful
area of theoretical and political enquiry’ that might otherwise be missed (p.7). Since
the ‘events, encounters and phenomena’ in Ridout’s study are almost routine, like
‘experiences of being scared, embarrassed or overcome with giggles’, he risks
‘being thought stupid, banal, literal minded, or worse: unprofessional’ by colleagues
and peers. However, scholarly interest in what ‘the non-professional theatre-goer
might take an interest in’ probes what Ridout sees as a significant gap in theatre
studies (Ridout 2006 pp.14—-15). My project also examines the failures, awkwardness
and disruptions to the smoothness of the public programme — at the risk of my own
professional standing — which | similarly argue are constitutive of the practice.
Moreover, these are the moments when we are able to understand — perhaps only

ever fleetingly — the stakes of being in, and becoming part of, a public. The fact that |

46 For example, Irit Rogoff summarises the public programming of Academy, a collaborative research
project between Goldsmiths, University of London and Van Abbemuseum that asked ‘What can we
learn from the museum?’, into several neat paragraphs outlining the questions that emerged from
each sub-team on the project (Rogoff 2010). With no details about what happened in the process that
was surprising, unsettling or even uncertain, we are simply given to understand the programme as
productive of useful knowledge.
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asked peers and colleagues to join me in discussions about the disruptions and
discomforts of our professional practice only increases the risk that Ridout names,

which | unfold in more detail below.

There are other, grander failures at stake in the museum, which are also constitutive
of it, and have already been addressed by scholarship. Dewdney, Dibosa and Walsh
have already called out the failure of museums using ‘racial and minority ethnic
categories [...] as a means of targeting specific groups to improve diversity statistics
in museum attendance’ showing how in fact they ‘fail to change core museum
attendance demographics’ (2013 pp.4-5). Much ‘ticketed’ public programming
largely attracts the white, middle-class and liberal audience the museum is already
predicated on, which in itself limits the radical, idealised forms of communing
heralded by the literature. But this does not mean that | am calling for a detailed
understanding of who makes up this public via more audience research. Rather, |
call for an examination of the feelings generated in these spaces, because the
‘queasiness’ and ‘ambivalence’ Ridout finds in the theatre, mirrors the feelings that
often came up for me as a public programmer. Not only are these harder to define or
write about, but the discourses that hold transformative ‘dissensus’ in high regard,
gesture towards, but do not adequately describe specific experiences of it. This limits
what might otherwise be said about more minor feelings of discomfort and unease. |
align my approach with studies like Jemma Desai’s (2020), that unfolds from her
uncomfortable feelings as a ‘cultural worker embodied in difference’ working within
majority white arts organisations and systems. Desai also writes from the

professional demarcations of writer, curator and public programmer.

Ridout draws attention to something else that clarifies why, despite Desai’s important
work, this approach is not more widespread in his close reading of Michael Fried’s
disgust at theatricality of ‘literalist’ (better known as minimalist) art of Donald Judd,
Robert Morris and others that: ‘forces the spectator to acknowledge... “the
beholder’s body”. Ridout suggests Fried’s italicisation draws on a prevalent notion
that our, or another’s body is ‘the last thing we might expect to find engaged in the

aesthetic encounter’ (2006 p.8). Fried’s suspicion of theatricality was highly
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influential for art criticism and theory eschewing any connection with theatre.4’
Rather than complete aversion, there is still a lingering discomfort with theatricality in
today’s art world, as Catherine Wood and Jéréme Bel have discussed (2014). But for
Ridout, in the actual theatre ‘the encounter with another person, in the dark, in the
absence of communication’ is fruitful because it is also ‘an encounter with the self,
and thus the occasion for all sorts of anxieties [...] to discuss under headings such

as narcissism, embarrassment or shame’ (pp.8-9).

While a public programme is not generally presented as theatre, it can be theatrical
in both subtle and striking ways. Our participation in it means we are no longer
disembodied eyes roving the gallery, but a body, with processes, feelings and
responses. | look at public programming through the lens of theatre and performance
studies and practice, therefore, to open up what these ritualised public gatherings in
spaces of culture can tell us about becoming public as a process, and as Ridout
encourages us to think about, an encounter with the self, as well as others. | argue
that, rather than an incidental inconvenience to be overlooked in the name of a
greater goal (criticality, objective knowledge, larger visitor numbers) an awareness of
one’s own body and feelings in co-presence with others, is exactly what the public
programme offers. It is in such moments that we get an opportunity to ask, who am |

amongst these others? What is my role and responsibility here?

Opportunities and Theoretical Approaches for Materialising Publics

This thesis looks at an under-theorised, but specific curatorial practice with a
mandate to address and question the ‘problem’ of the public as it is found in the
twenty-first-century art institution. | have found that the overlapping discourses
surrounding the public programme rarely address the affective complexities of public
situations generated within it. My research addresses these gaps in scholarship,
alongside the public programme’s marginal position in relation to exhibitionary and
display practices and histories. My writing and curatorial practice mobilise it as a

unique opportunity to understand what it means to be and become part of a public in

47 As Jonas Barish charts in his book The Antitheatrical Prejudice (1981), a resistance to the theatrical
where it appears in literature, art and culture more broadly is nothing new
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today’s neoliberal art institution. This requires a reflexive research methodology
comprising theoretical, autoethnographic, critical reflection on practice and practice-
led enquiry. Addressing the opportunities for intervention issuing from the Literature
Review, these methodologies also suggest ways of unpicking the complex affective
relations involved in specific moments of publicity issuing from mine, and others’,

practices and experiences.

Firstly, the idea of a mass abstract public out there waiting to be engaged with still
dominates much museum and public programming practice. Attempts have been
made to address abstractness through revisions of the Habermasian public sphere,
but in practice, public programming is often tasked with materialising a ‘general’
public for the institution. Also prevalent is a ‘missing’ public (Dewdney, Dibosa and
Walsh 2013), previously termed ‘hard to reach’ by many museums and cultural
organisations.*® Such groups are catered for — or ‘targeted’ — through ‘community’ or
‘youth’ programming, subsections of a more generic ‘public programme’ that is
notionally open to all. The report ‘How can we engage more young people in arts
and culture?’ (Asif et al 2019) suggests strategies that cultural organisations may
use to secure funding, drawing on a ‘cultural deficit’ model that has been heavily
critiqued (Dewdney, Dibosa and Walsh 2013, Hylton 2007), but persists in policy.
Through these efforts we encounter complex notions of value: economic, social,
institutional and personal. We also run into the problematics of the ‘awkward’
relations between institutions and their addresses to generic, or segmented publics

that they are trying hard to ‘reach’.

Bringing Warner (2005) to exhibition studies, Sheikh proposes that imagining and
producing such counterpublics through exhibition-making may, ‘entail a reversal of
existing spaces into other identities and practices, a queering of space...” (Sheikh
2007 p.182). Building on this, | open up the literature mapped with queer and
performance theory and practices to move away from spatial models and normative,

fixed identity formations of a singular public. This allows for a more nuanced and

8 Jessica Symons outlines the difficulties of this once prevalent term and its mobilisation by cultural
institutions and local governments in her journal article, ‘We’re not hard-to-reach, they are!’ Integrating
local priorities in urban research in Northern England: An experimental method’ (2017)
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lively (literally, more alive) understanding of contemporary publics. This theoretical
move is partly inspired by Crow’s mapping of social commenters and art critics of the
eighteenth-century Salon in Paris that captured its atmosphere in sensual terms, as
well as segmenting the public by occupation and social class. Through them we gain
a sense of how an art-viewing public was produced and judged by the then Parisian
art world. As discussed above, we also get to know the vivid, burgeoning fear of the
contaminating crowd, which later invades the art museum. Has such a public of
‘types’ ceased to exist, or are there other reasons why we cannot name and identify
the public who is wanted, and not wanted (by Verwoert and perhaps others), within
the space of the art institution? How might a recourse to more sensual and
embodied notions of publics and how they inhabit the institution open up a richer,

more radical understanding of what it means to become public there?

Contemporary curatorial discourse and practice may now revolve around publics,
often without accounting for the move from singular to plural. Burton, Jackson and
Willsdon employ Leo Steinberg’s definition of the public ‘not as a group of people but
as a function’ explaining that their ‘utilization of the plural, “publics,” [...] emphasizes
that a “public” should never be understood monolithically’ (2016 p.xxv). They also
consider the polyvalent nature of the word public with the nouns it often qualifies:
‘sphere’, ‘space’ and ‘sector’ that signals how ‘[flrom one perspective publicness is
about freedom, but from another, it is the embodiment of constraint’ (p.xv—xvi).
Eschewing the dangers of a constraining and monolithic understanding then, | also
avoid the marketing segmentation logic of the neoliberal institution, to consider how
specific moments of publicness are produced — rather than pinning down who is
producing or produced by them. Following their and Steinberg’s approach, and
alongside Sheikh’s assertion that exhibitions produce publics as an ‘imaginary
endeavor[s] with real effects’, | attempt to examine these ‘real effects’ in an
embodied and situated way. Donna Haraway (1998) used the term ‘situated
knowledges’ to reveal pure scientific objectivity as a myth and acknowledge the
positionality of the speaking subject in all kinds of research. Thus, my position as
public programmer and audience member runs throughout this thesis. The identity
markers of able-bodied, cis-gendered, straight, middle-class, white woman are also
important for me acknowledge too, as they intersect in ways that give me a certain,

often privileged, experience of the world and my professional field. Though | also
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suggest we can extend our understanding beyond these rather fixed demarcations, if
we choose. This moves us from generic forms of address producing ‘the public’ to be
‘programmed’ towards specific and plural materialisations of ‘publics’. As O’Neill and
others have already shown, much of the discourse around curating, and indeed the
public programme, is produced through it and similarly my work draws on, and

contributes to, this growing field of theory and practice.

Next, though practical and theoretical concerns around performance and
performativity appear in the literature on the curatorial especially, an explicit
engagement with performance practice and scholarship is not readily taken up. This
is @ missed opportunity | aim to remedy. Work that examines the stakes within
moments of performance can help unpick relations between institutional actors and
publics — the programmers and the programmed — in relation to already complex
terms like community and participation and newly reconsidered notions of response

and responsibility.

In addition, queer and feminist approaches to emotions such as Sara Ahmed (2004,
2006) together with Sianne Ngai’s study of negative affect (2007), which centres on
‘unprestigious’, less dramatic feelings, move us towards a radically embodied notion
of what is happening in certain moments of publicity, and the emotional labour
involved in producing them. | suggest that Mufioz’s literal and metaphorical
discussion of queerness as an awkward ‘stage’ in development (2009), can help to
open up the ‘inherent performativity’ of public programming, and how uncomfortable
relationships between institutions and their publics are ‘staged’ through it. Up until
now, | believe it to be true that, as Crow writes: ‘[a] public appears, with a shape and
a will, via the various claims made to represent it; and when sufficient numbers of an
audience come to believe in one or other of these representations, the public can
become an important art-historical actor’ (Crow 1985 p.5). But, as | argue throughout
this thesis, it is an unruly actor continually testing what it might mean to be in, and
become part of, a public. The theoretical and practical approaches | use serve to
show the public not as a predetermined entity, but rather materialised in any given

moment.
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Lastly, literature stemming from the educational turn and new institutionalism points
to a fetish for disruption and dissensus that is sometimes problematically linked to
transformation, which may obscure the complexity of affective responses and
relations between people. If the aestheticisation of pedagogical modes via the
educational turn rarely paid heed to the ‘fascinating radical roots in feminist politics
and radical pedagogy’ of museum and gallery education departments (Kelly 2013
p.138), | add that the complex labour involved in producing these spaces of
publicness, hasn’t been attended to widely enough.*® From my experience, and the
literature hailing from new institutionalism, this may be because public programming
and education departments still occupy the periphery of an institution’s core
programme. Instead of recuperating public programming from margin to centre,
through an autoethnographic and practice-led approach, | follow Erin Manning
(2016) to consider what paying attention to the periphery of the ‘main event’ may
afford.

The attempts made to complicate positivist notions of community and participation
and move beyond the passive viewing versus active participation binary (Bishop
2004, 2006, 2012, Ranciere 2009) still privilege the ‘disinterested’ critic, a position
complimented by the ‘disembodied eye’ roving the museum. Both positions have
been debunked by the affective turn in contemporary art theory, inspired by Brian
Massumi (2015) and others, with some scholars acknowledging a more embodied
understanding of the experience of being in the museum (Fischer and Reckitt 2015),
and others framing it in terms of subject production (Duncan 1995, Bennett 1995).
But the space opened up by the public programme involves being in the museum
and gathering together, present to one another. Traditional modes of viewing, or
audiencing, in the strictest sense, still privilege looking and/or listening. With recent
interdisciplinary scholarship on attention, | rethink models of ‘attendance’ to include
the interaction of other senses and subjects. From this Literature Review, and the
gaps | propose to open up summarised above, emerge my central research
questions. What can the space of the public programme tell us about what it means

to become public in the contemporary art institution? What could reframing

“® Though we may find it explored in, for example, the Feminist Duration Reading Group’s
assessment of its methodologies (Reckitt ed. 2019), discussed in Chapter Two.
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publicness as a process of becoming do to our understanding of the public
programme there? The following chapters unfold my findings in relation to these

questions, and others that emerge through the process of research.
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Chapter One — That Awkward Stage

Nina Montmann blames the ‘corporate turn’ — the competing pressures on the
institution of being both a public good and a commercial enterprise, of attracting both
‘a mass public’ and diversifying itself to include ‘new publics’ — for creating an
‘undeniably awkward’ relationship between the contemporary art institution and its
public(s) (Mdntmann 2008 p.17). In this chapter | draw on experiences from my time
as Assistant Curator, Public Programmes at Tate to explore these uneasy relations.
As Moéntmann suggests, the proliferation of positions that the contemporary,
neoliberal institution (described in my Introduction) creates — visitor,
viewer/audience, participant, consumer, stakeholder — can conflict to produce an
uncertain, awkward publicness. José Esteban Mufioz (2009) describes the queer
stage as both a theatrical structure on which to perform possible queer selves, and a
temporal phase of development. In this chapter | conceptualise the public
programme as an awkward stage, in both structural and temporal senses, across
which uneasy relations between institutions and their publics are played out.
Through this motif | focus on an extraordinary, but indicative, example: Aaron
Williamson’s Collapsing Lecture (2009—-11), a performance | curated as part of Late
at Tate Britain: Diffusions (2011). In its unfaltering commitment to collapse and
lengthy duration, this lecture performance was experienced by audience and Tate
staff alike as extremely awkward. As well as recounting what happened, | evoke my
transitioning emotional states in withessing what | had planned, with Williamson and
the technical team, to unfold as a spectacular failure and describe various

unexpected responses to it.

If this research highlights the public programme of the contemporary art institution as
a unique space to understand publicness as a process of becoming, then our
relation to that setting needs unpacking. This example, alongside others, is used to
unpick our attachments to the contemporary art institution and what it means to
become public there, expanding upon Méntmann’s assessment of the fragility and
awkwardness of relations between institutions and their publics under the ‘corporate
turn’. The public programme — often the only part of the institution labelled ‘public’ —

is tasked with producing face-to-face public encounters in relation, or addition to its
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‘core’ programme of exhibitions and displays.®® These encounters are not always as
smooth nor convivial as we might hope. From professional experience, | understand
them to be tangled in a complex web of transactional exchanges, desires, fulfilments
and disappointments and have observed many times how misaligned expectations
may lead to discomfort.®! In this chapter | unpick and nuance both the effects and
affects that materialise from these misalignments, what they reveal about our
attachments to the contemporary art institution, and the kinds of publicness that

emerge through them.

Thus, a central problem of this chapter is how we think of, and relate to institutions.
‘Institution’ describes a set of practices or relationships between bodies and things
that have a particular organising function in society and culture. As Pascal Gielen
writes ‘[o]n the one hand the institution refers to concrete organizations of people,
buildings and things. On the other hand the concept of the institution is extended to
the whole system of values, norms and customs considered significant in a society’.
That it is also ‘primarily experienced as an external reality and objectivity’ means it
has become ‘one of the most examined subjects in sociology’ (Gielen 2006 p.5).
However, externality is not absolute; the word can also designate a person
particularly associated with a place: ‘she was an institution in the theatre’ (Merriam-
Webster, original emphasis). The idiom neatly embodies a contradiction: no single
person makes an institution by themselves, but institutions are quite often
conceptualised as a singular body. During the first in of a series of workshops | led
as part of That Awkward Stage: Private Workshops for Public Programmers (2018—
19) with Tate’s Public Programme team, some colleagues expressed feeling a split

consciousness of ‘embodying the institution’ at the same time as ‘being themselves’

%0 The most recently advertised job description for Public Programmes (October 2019), describes the
aim of the Assistant Curator role as: ‘to inspire new ways of learning with art, and specifically with
Tate’s collection, for all our audiences [...] working with artists and partners to develop and produce a
programme of activities, resources and events at Tate Modern and Tate Britain that have enjoyment
at their heart and reflect the diversity of artistic and cultural practices, and the communities we are a
part of [...] The Public Programmes team offers a wide range of income-generating and free events for
diverse local, national and international adult audiences. These include talks, courses, workshops,
tours, symposia and special projects on modern and contemporary art and visual culture.’

! One example of misaligned expectations between institutions and publics commonly occurring

through public programming is when promotional copy generates expectations that are not met by the
actual event, something | experienced many times.
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during public events.>? This chapter explores the queasiness of individual and
collective relations to institutions during ‘an unanticipated turn of events’, to quote the

copy describing Collapsing Lecture (Tate Britain 2011).

As my Literature Review highlights, discourses on theatre and performance already
have a rich focus on audience experience. This is somewhat lacking from discourses
on contemporary art and institutions; even more absent is the perspective of the
programmer as audience to their own work. | suggest this matters because with the
distanced critic, or the professional case study, we are often left unsure about what
actually happened in the room. However, rather than carrying out audience research,
| take up the role of programmer and audience to provide an unflinchingly honest
account of my ambivalent feelings about what happened during Collapsing Lecture. |
also include insights and observations from: another staff member playing an integral
role in the performance; direct responses gathered on the night; an account from an
audience member obtained more recently. In this chapter, and entire thesis | address
the specificity gap by centring my experience as both programmer, and part of the

multiple publics produced through my programming.

| also model another approach taken throughout the thesis: an explicit engagement
with performance practice and scholarship, and queer theory, to examine the stakes
within moments of performance, as part of the public programme. | do this to unpick
relations between institutional actors and publics — the programmers and the
programmed. Drawing on a history of artists’ performative experiments with the
lecture format, often aligned with institutional critique (Milder 2010), my description of
Collapsing Lecture at Tate Britain (2011) also brings together many concerns
discussed in the Literature Review. By (re)performing a traditional public
programming format — the artist’s talk — it (re)presents the problem of
spectacularising education, as foregrounded in, and critiqued by, the educational

turn (Rogoff 2010). Secondly, if the curatorial can be thought of as ‘all that takes

%2 | delve into the workshop practice more fully in Chapter Four, but draw on this particular workshop
in this chapter. For anonymity | use pseudonyms when summarising and directly quoting what was
shared during this unrecorded workshop. | also use pseudonyms to quote and summarise material
from a separate recorded conversation with a former colleague, and an email conversation with an
audience member about her experience of Collapsing Lecture.
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place on the stage’ of the exhibition (Martinon and Rogoff 2013 p.ix), | consider how
the ‘staged-ness’ of the public programme might be constitutive, rather than a by-
product. This brings the technologies of the institution designed to focus attention on
the artist as producer of knowledge, normally concealed or ignored, into view. Lastly,
Claire Bishop’s suggestion (2004) that performances that ‘antagonise’ social
relations might be more valuable than those romanticising the convivial is applicable
here. In the guise of an artist’s talk, Collapsing Lecture did not initially present itself
as a classic piece of participatory performance. However, it antagonistically brought
up questions around civic and institutional responsibility for myself, as institutional
programmer and, from what | observed, the audience as institutional public.
Unpacking these, alongside two stories derived from the aforementioned workshop,
the institution and the public come into view — not as impenetrable or abstract
monoliths, but as relations between the fleshy, feeling bodies in the room, the
technologies of the institution, and the expectations of safety and support projected
onto it. Introducing the attendant notions of personal and professional responsibility,
also explored later in this thesis, | show how these awkward but embodied relations
reveal the contemporary art institution not as a fixed site, and ‘the public’ not as an
abstract group always already there, but forming in relation to one another and what

is taking place.

Failure as Performance Art

‘Why aren’t you helping him?’ a woman in the audience swivelled round in her seat
and stage-whispered to my Tate colleague, a look of questioning horror on her face.
She was anxiously referring to that evening’s speaker, the artist Aaron Williamson,
who was having exaggerated difficulty with his PowerPoint presentation, without any
apparent institutional assistance. Following an overly long, pompous and dryly
delivered introduction from said colleague, Williamson, who we were informed was
running late, had eventually burst through the auditorium doors offering loud
apologies and dragging a suitcase clattering down the steps toward the stage. After
hurriedly and haphazardly emptying its contents and plugging his laptop in at the
lectern, he was now struggling to get his presentation to show up on the large
screen. As a patient audience watched him navigate the cursor agonisingly slowly

around his messy desktop, error messages kept popping up to thwart his progress. It
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was now about twenty-five minutes in, the lecture hadn’t really started, and no one

from Tate Britain appeared to be offering help.

Titled A Language in Search of its Meta-language in the printed programme for the
event, in consultation with Williamson, | wrote a small piece of copy for what was

really Collapsing Lecture, as follows:

In this lecture performance artist Aaron Williamson shares his wide-ranging
practice and ideas on how an unanticipated turn of events can unexpectedly

become alien, confusing or awkward (Tate Britain 2011).

With only a small hint about what it might include, before the lecture performance
even began, expectations of institutional perfectionism were subtly undercut by two
small mistakes on the holding slide that read ‘Aaron Williamson: A Language in
Serch of It's Metalanguage’. After an excruciatingly slow start, the performance
gradually ratcheted up as all manner of mistakes, glitches, silences and faults
erupted. Gratuitous lateness notwithstanding, Williamson peppered his act with a
catalogue of speaker incompetencies: fiddling with notes, losing his place and
sending sheets of paper flying across the stage, wandering away from the
microphone, giving way to an attack of nerves and a bout of coughing, spilling his
water everywhere. Despite these mini-disasters, over the next hour or so Williamson
was left almost entirely to his own devices, aside from the fruitless intervention of
one Audio Visual (AV) technician. Sauntering nonchalantly to the lectern, he fiddled
silently with a cable, shrugged, and returned to the AV booth at the back of the

auditorium.

Soldiering on against all odds, this farce was eventually drawn to close by a
strangely poignant moment where Williamson paused in the middle of his sentence
as he crossed the stage. Frozen mid-stride, it was as if he were trapped in a
daydream or asleep on his feet. Wondering what on earth could happen next,
everyone held their breath. After what seemed like several minutes someone took
the initiative to begin a tentative applause. After gradually gaining momentum, the
pitter patter of uneasy clapping signalled the end of a 90-minute ordeal. Finally, an

exhausted audience filed out of the auditorium. A friend told me the four people
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sitting in front of her didn’t seem to have a clue what was happening throughout. |
caught sight of my sister and asked her with a tense grin what she thought? She

simply replied: ‘I hated it'.

Williamson'’s lecture performance was part of a programme of performance, film,
talks and music that | had curated called Late at Tate Britain: Diffusions, my first
large-scale event since taking up the role of Assistant Curator, Adult Programmes in
2009. | had heard about Collapsing Lecture through a friend who had recounted the
catalogue of mistakes — lateness, technical faults, nerves and general incompetence
— she had witnessed as a Goldsmiths student when Williamson had been invited to
speak there. Describing the tense atmosphere and general hilarity that ensued when
everyone ‘got it’, | was intrigued. Feeling familiar enough with the conventions and
formats of the institution to mess around with them a bit, the context of a Late at Tate
(as it is commonly known) seemed the perfect setting for Collapsing Lecture. Begun
at Tate Britain in 2000, this now familiar museum format, in which event lighting,
alcohol, music and activities like performance, film screenings, workshops and talks

come together, attracts a higher proportion of younger visitors to the galleries.

When | invited him to discuss the idea, Williamson explained how the performance
was developed through several specific speaking invitations between 2009-11. It
was seeded many years earlier through Williamson’s experiences as a D/deaf
student sitting through art school lectures.>?® Without proper sign language provision,
Williamson was simply expected to lip-read and glean what he could. These
experiences ended up providing rich material for what was to become Collapsing

Lecture. In an article detailing its development, Williamson writes:

to counter the boredom | would spend the hours observing peripheral
distractions such as the lecturers’ body language, attitudes and interactions
with their lecturing apparatus. Above all, | watched closely for those moments

when the objective of the lecture — to educate and inform — was disrupted or

%3 According to the charity Sign Health, deaf with a small ‘d’ refers to people who lose their hearing
and learn British Sign Language as secondary to spoken English. Deaf with a capital ‘D’ refers to
people born without hearing, whose first language is generally British Sign Language. D/deaf may be
used to refer to people and their culture that blend the two.
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stymied by intrusions, technical breakdowns, or simply by a loss of nerve [...]
the lecturers’ performing of ‘knowing’ — was often predicated upon essentially
transparent forms and methods of address that, sooner or later, like any over-

inflated edifice, are inclined to fall apart (Williamson 2017).

Tuning into other kinds of information circulating around the main event of the art
school lecture, Williamson began to weave together the leaky meta-performances of
‘performing knowing’, and their inevitable failures. The things we usually try to ignore
during such events — the speaker’s nerves, presentation ticks, technical hiccups and
delays — became the main event of his lecture performance. He not only mined his
own experience, but canvassed friends and colleagues for theirs. The vignette
ending the performance | have described came from an account of ‘a Conference
Lecturer [...] so acutely jetlagged, he literally fell asleep on his feet midway through
and had to be startled awake’ (Williamson 2017).

A week prior to this particular iteration of Collapsing Lecture, Williamson visited Tate
Britain’s auditorium with me to quiz the AV technicians about everything that could
go wrong there. The Head of the AV beamed with delight at permission to
manufacture a litany of mistakes that would usually cause professional
embarrassment and inevitable tension between technical and programming staff. On
the night, watching Williamson riff off the auditorium’s possibilities for failure like a
proficient jazz musician felt like an odd bonding experience between our two teams.
United not only by being ‘in on the joke’, but also by watching the disaster unfold
from the AV booth, we were effectively shielded from the intensity of the auditorium.
Becoming aware of the army of Tate staff watching from behind the glass screen,

several audience members threw indignant glares our way.

As the performance concluded, | wanted to feel a sense of relief from the tension
that had eventually begun building in the AV booth as steadily as inside the
auditorium. Throughout the performance my feelings had fluctuated between
childlike glee at the unfolding slapstick rubbishing the professionalism of the
institution and an underlying anxiety around whether or not the audience were
‘getting it’. Furthermore, how exactly might they feel when they did — shocked,

amused, angry? But that relief never came. To my memory only one or two people
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had walked out during the performance, though | suspect many more had wanted to.
| was later informed by the colleague who had introduced Williamson that a woman
got up and left halfway through, ‘visibly upset’. Was this the one who had anxiously
asked, ‘why aren’t you helping him?’ | will never be sure. I'll also never know whether
she was consumed by anger at the institution for not helping the poor, struggling
artist, or ashamed and aggrieved for having her empathy mocked when she finally
did ‘get it’. What | do know is that an uncomfortable sense of regret began to bloom
in my chest, dulling my mischievous enjoyment, alongside a sense of my own

bewildered responsibility.

The Lecture Performance as Genre

The lecture performance, or performance lecture, has moved from avant-garde,
radical gesture to become a distinctive, programmable form of performance that can
fill a whole evening or populate a festival.®* | will not attempt a comprehensive history
or genealogy of this now distinctive genre of performance, but it could include John
Cage’s part-score, part-script Lecture on Nothing (1949); Joseph Beuys Information
Action (1972), described as a lecture by the artist and a performance by the then
Tate Gallery (Westerman 2016); Andrea Fraser’s infamous Official Welcome (2003)
parodying the ‘thank you’ speech, which saw her stripping naked and ending up in
tears; choreographer Jerome Bel’s performed history of his own work The last
performance (a lecture) (2004); Mark Leckey’s Turner Prize-winning Cinema in the
Round (2006—-08); Sharon Hayes’ Love Addresses (2007-08) delivered on street
corners with a microphone; Guillermo Gomez-Pena’s Performance As Reverse
Anthropology — A Lecture (2003) presented at the British Museum; Hito Styerl’s
performance lectures extending her writing and film practice into live, institutional
contexts: | Dreamed a Dream (Part 1) (2013) and The Secret Museum (2014)
commissioned by, and performed at Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam; and Rabih
Mroué: An Evening of Performance Lectures (2018) showcasing three of the
eponymous artist and theatre maker’s distinctive lectures delivered sitting at a simple

black desk, at The Showroom.

%% For example, Hayward Gallery’s An Evening of Off-the-Wall Artist’s Lectures (2007). Patricia Milder
(2010) gives an overview of the performance lectures at Performa 09 (2009), New York’s annual
performance festival, demonstrating the dominance of the form ten years ago.
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Rather than giving a potted history, | cite a list indicating the development and
characteristics of the genre, albeit an overwhelmingly white, male and able-bodied
line up. This could be indicative of how the genre draws on traditional forms of
patriarchal address, though has been challenged by a younger generation of artists
and theatre makers.>® Within the well-worn performance lecture format, some artists
(I use the term expansively as the genre crosses art and theatre) choose to parody
authorial, academic knowledge production; others utilise it to express ideas and
artistic research in a more experimental and expansive fashion. Most of the
performance lectures listed above were advertised as such, foregrounding their
experimental approach to presentation and knowledge production, but undercutting
some of their disruptive potential. The performance lecture might not be the radical,
disruptive gesture it once was, but is usefully and liberally adapted to more
experimental, performative presentations of artistic research and ideas.*® Collapsing
Lecture was also billed as a lecture performance, under the title: A Language in
Search of its Meta-language, but didn’t manage to communicate anything that
remotely counted as knowledge. However, that wasn’t necessarily what made it so

disturbing, as | shall unfold in more detail below.

Smoothness

Looking back on my time at Tate, Collapsing Lecture foregrounds many of the
contradictions inherent in becoming part of a contemporary art institution’s public. |
put the experience to one side at the time,*” but in reviving my memories of what
happened, several issues come into focus that link to wider concerns of this
research. For example, the anxious attachments and expectations of publics to
institutions, and institutions to publics, and their misalignment. | already suggested
that misaligned expectations materialised through the public programme might

reveal both the institution and the public as in becoming in relation to each other,

%5 Such as Season Butler's Happiness Forgets (2015—16); lvy Monteiro’s A performance lecture on
queer spirituality and Afrofuturism (2019); Martin O’Brien’s Until the Last Breath is Breathed (2020),
performed in the very same Tate Britain auditorium as Collapsing Lecture.

%6 |t could even be said to have become a staple of the contemporary artist’s repertoire.

%" Indeed, unless they receive written complaints the uncomfortable responses that Collapsing
Lecture received often go unnoticed by the institution and are quite quickly forgotten.
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rather than monolithic entities always already there. But my work with Williamson
also drew attention to the conventions | worked under and the unpredictability of the

public(s) | was working with.

Sociologist Pascal Gielen has defined the role that museums play in the art world as

a global institution, that are:

expected to be well-oiled organizations and to simultaneously take on the role
of the ‘guardian’ and ‘facilitator’ of specific artistic values and practices. This
might sound pompous, but it is an accepted idea in sociology that cultural
practices keep in step with a powerful societal hierarchization of values and
norms (Gielen 2006 p.5).

While the institution of art may be broadly expressed across a variety of forms, and
embodied by multiple practices and relationships between people, as Andrea Fraser
has described (2005 pp.278-83), the museum still acts as an important role model
for other organisations and is expected to run smoothly. In my experience, this
expectation is quite often up to the public programming team to uphold through a

certain kind of ‘slickness’ of event delivery.

When | started my job as Assistant Curator of Adult Programmes, Tate Britain in
2009 | was trained on the administrative systems and introduced in minute detail to
the order of set-up for an auditorium event.®® This precision extended to guidelines
on shepherding the audience who, as Assistant Curators, it was our job to corral.®®
When the Adult Programme team at Tate Britain merged with the Public Programme

Team at Tate Modern, | learnt the specificity of set up for Tate Modern’s Starr

%8 This included: designing the event holding slide; uploading speaker PowerPoints with the AV
technicians; displaying paper signage about the event front and back of house; setting out individual
water bottles and glasses for each speaker; a complex arrangement of reserved signs and roped-off
rows designed to guide the incoming audience towards the front; discretionary use of timing signs to
indicate speakers had ‘5 minutes’, ‘1 minute’ or must simply ‘FINISH’ (something | never quite
mastered).

%9 When it came to ‘mic running’ | was carefully instructed as to the intricacies of eye contact, hand
and body gestures designed to assist the speaker or chair shaping the question-and-answer session
from the stage — rather than being led by particularly animated members of the audience. In this
specific role, experience was the best teacher and, as | found out, anticipation, timing and diplomacy
were key.
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auditorium.®® When time allowed, the Curator and Assistant Curator would reflect on
the previous night’s proceedings to find room for improvement in set-up systems and
event management. However, subtle shifts in practice were often down to the
individual and within the ritualised set-up and running of events in the different

auditoria, various embodied practices proliferated.

This was especially true with regard to the formality of welcoming the audience and
speakers through the practice of introductions. These had a set template, but varied
from person to person. Customarily beginning with ‘Good evening everyone, and
welcome to Tate Britain’, an intervening section introduced practical information
about the event, safety features of the auditorium, reminders to the audience to
switch off mobile phones and wait for the microphone before asking a question. Then
came a list a speaker’s publications and most important exhibitions, roles or
achievements — nuggets of information that aimed to create an aura of importance,
but which | often selected for ease of reading aloud. Nevertheless, it was easy to
rush through the introduction and find my breathing out of sync with my words. This
problem was often accompanied by a wavering voice, a cause of sharp
embarrassment. As host, | understood my role to be about providing an official
welcome, making sure the event ran smoothly, holding it together if it did not, and
drawing it comfortably to a close. | was also aware that my introduction was
generally considered the least important part of any event, so what did | have to be
nervous about? | eventually learned that communing with the audience — engaging
eye contact — was the key to holding my nerve and confidently setting the tone for

what followed.

Holding Space

My curious nervousness with auditorium introductions not only resonates with
Alexia’s experience of delivering her overly long welcome to Collapsing Lecture, but
says something about the requirements and responsibilities of holding public events
in general. The specific practices | describe are often overlooked, but are in fact

integral to what is commonly known in therapeutic discourse as ‘holding space’ (The

€0 As part of the aforementioned Transforming Tate Learning Review in 2011.
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Gender & Sexuality Therapy Centre 2020). This term has become part of the
vocabulary of many museum and gallery learning professionals (Turvey 2016), as
well as artistic, curatorial and critical practices more broadly.6' Conveying the feeling
of carrying out these practices matters to my research because they are learned and
embodied through doing, and as described, some of them had an effect on my body.
In addition, these practices of holding space are largely a set of immaterial gestures
that are generally only sensed as a comfortable feeling, and an uncomfortable one
when they are absent. More than just the ability to carry out certain tasks, holding
space requires sensitivity and attunement to the total situation. Over time | learned to
hold spaces at Tate according to certain institutional conventions and norms. These
practices may be largely invisible to an audience, but the work of a public
programmer usually only becomes visible when they give an introduction,
instructions about tea and toilet breaks, or remedy something that goes wrong. If
they are incomplete or missing however, their absence is usually felt as a general
sense of disorganisation, a lack of direction or disorientation, or as mentioned above,
discomfort. Yet, as | also learned, holding any event relied not merely on carrying out
tasks in a certain order, but on timing, social etiquette, empathy and the ability to

remain both calm and responsive as the event unfolded.

Alongside running in a ‘well-oiled’ fashion, institutions come with other expectations,
not least a duty to tend to the needs of those within them. One of the most disturbing
things about the Collapsing Lecture was the lack of attempts by the institution to
remedy the collapse, or draw it to a close.®? Soon after giving her intentionally
lengthy, pompous introduction, Alexia left the auditorium. Having been instructed not
to respond by the artist himself, unbeknown to the audience, she was performing her

role perfectly. But the mounting tension and persistent stares from audience

1 Holding Space (2017—18) was ‘a one-year programme of research and support for eight UK-based
artists’ (The Showroom n.d.), used as a case study in Alberta Whittle's expansive reading of ‘the hold’
through ‘an intersectional queer theory lens’ to make visible forms of curatorial support for ‘black,
People of Colour (PoC) and Queer Trans Intersex People of Colour (QTIPoC) artist-curators’ (Whittle
2020).

62 After my rigorous training | began noticing how timing lags lead to an anxious sense of not being
held when attending events elsewhere. This is because holding space is as much about setting the
tone as it is about drawing things to a close. Thus, another disorientating aspect of Collapsing Lecture
was that there was no clear end in sight.
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members imploring her to help him, meant that holding space for Williamson became

harder as the performance wore on.

An important touchstone for gallery and museum educators (Turvey 2016) is
paediatrician and psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott’s notion of the ‘good enough
mother’ who creates a ‘holding environment’ for her child that extends outwards from
the primary caregiver’s body: ‘the mother's arms, the parental relationship, the home,
the family including cousins and near relations, the school, the locality with its police
stations, the county with its laws’ (Winnicott 1984 p.310). Leanne Turvey, Convenor,
Schools and Teachers at Tate, draws on Penny Wilson’s description of her practice
that incorporates Winnicott’s ‘holding environment’ (2016 p.35). In Wilson’s playwork
practice, the ‘good enough mother’ cannot meet all the needs of the child, but
‘adapts the parameters of the holding environment’ to their changing needs, creating
a flexible space that is ‘safe and allows for exploration’ (Wilson 2009 p.28). In her
role at Tate, Turvey draws on both playwork and psychoanalysis to extend the notion
of the ‘holding environment’ into the art gallery or museum as an ‘indeterminate
space’ for learning about the self through art and play (2016 pp.35—6). The kind of
auditorium-based event that Collapsing Lecture subverted, created and bounded by
the practices described above, is rather more restrictive than the flexible holding
environment created in the galleries by Schools and Teachers colleagues. However,
ultimately what binds together these different formats and learning spaces is that, as
Winnicott suggests above, the responsibility for ‘holding’ them is not solely located in
one person, but it extends outwards from a central ‘care giver’. Therefore, we may
extend the gesture of ‘holding’ to all the people in the room, and beyond — to the
architecture, furniture and apparatus of the auditorium, and museum itself. All play a
role in creating a holding environment, within which learning and exploration can
unfold. Challenge and exploration are facilitated by flexible parameters, but when
someone or something is not playing their part, the holding environment can begin to
feel unsafe. In the case of the Collapsing Lecture, many people and things were not
playing their expected part, and the unease was palpable, even for those who were

in on it.

| am not suggesting that people entering an institution come with conscious

demands about what they expect to happen there. More that, in line with what
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Patricia Falguiéres writes, institutions are ‘[p]erceived from the angle of silent
restraint... [and their] effects [...] are felt without prior requirements of
conceptualization or consciousness’ (2017 p.28). Just as the labour of holding space
is invisible, expectations of being held by an institution remain largely unconscious —
until moments of un-holding start to appear. Ben Cranfield (2014) has shown how a
psychoanalytic understanding of play — or as Winnicott preferred ‘playing’ — as
facilitated by the ‘good enough mother’ and ‘holding environment’ has shaped the
contemporary art institution and museum. If the museum’s holding environment
creates a safe space for playing with art and ideas, then the good enough ‘mother’
(playworker, education curator or public programmer) is vital because ‘she’ doesn’t
crush creativity by holding too tightly. However, if ‘she’ holds too loosely, creative
exploration is also crushed by a lack of support. Going back to Gielen, | suggest that
if moments of uncertainty in the auditorium are not remedied, they may precisely be
‘felt’ as a ‘silent restraint’ on the audience. This might lead to a desire to intervene
and re-shape the holding environment, without knowing exactly how. As guided by
the artist, my expectations of the audience were that they would cope with the
uncertainty of his performance. But despite the programme copy announcing a
‘lecture performance’, many seemed to be expecting a lecture, and it only gradually
dawned on (some of) them that the farce they were witnessing was the ‘lecture
performance’ they signed up for. Here my, and by extension, the institution’s
expectations of its public, were misaligned with the mixed feelings about, and

understandings of, the lecture as a performance that emerged in the room.

Hold Ups

As previously explained, Collapsing Lecture draws on Williamson’s experiences of
boredom and fatigue during art school lectures where no sign language
interpretation was provided. From previous work together, | was used to Williamson
lip-reading with our occasional use of a notebook if things became complicated.
Though | understood Collapsing Lecture as emerging from Williamson’s experience
of D/deafness, and lack of support in lecture settings, prior experience perhaps
coloured my expectation of others’ responses to the performance. Did the audience’s
reaction to Williamson’s perceived plight not only have to do with their expectations

of holding, but their (mis)understanding of his D/deafness?
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As the misspelt title ‘A Language in Serch of It's Metalanguage’ on the holding slide
suggested, there were several languages simultaneously at play in the lecture
performance. The dominant language was spoken English, which didn’t get anyone
very far; the language of institutional convention was turned on its head; coded
interactions with technical, material apparatus faltered too. At some point Williamson
turned to a flip chart attempting to draw a diagram, gesturing emphatically towards it
with his pen — another language that fell flat. Then there was his meta-conversation
with sign language interpreter Chloe.®® Her sulky responses to his frustration
thickened the tension around professional responsibility. In addition, despite acting
as a theatrical ‘aside’, the BSL conversation staged an unusual exclusionary
experience for the majority of the able-bodied audience — that of being unable to
hear a conversation going on in front of them — unless there were other British Sign
Language (BSL) speakers in the room. As such, all these languages failed to
communicate the knowledge promised. Or rather, it was only through a patchwork of
the collective linguistic failures that some semblance of a message appeared. Even
then, its reception could not be guaranteed. So, how might the artist’'s D/deafness
and his play with languages have affected the audience’s response to the lecture
performance in ways that | did not anticipate? And how did D/deafness per se disrupt

the liberal institution’s notion of its ‘general public’ as able-bodied?

The role D/deafness plays in the performance and its reception was touched on in
my conversation with Alexia. We discussed what Williamson’s intention of the

Collapsing Lecture might have been:

to make you think about the moments in your life when you feel
uncomfortable? [...] That was exacerbated because he’s D/deaf

and so [...] | assumed he was playing with [...] when you’re on the

®3 During the latter stages of this research, Williamson told me via email about a William Pope.L
lecture at Tate Modern during Live Culture (2003), a four-day programme of performances and talks
produced in collaboration with the Live Art Development Agency. The public programming team had
provided Williamson with two BSL interpreters, but Pope.L spoke ‘in a completely unrecognisable
language which turned out to be... Klingon! [The interpreters] sat on stage completely baffled and
laughing nervously!” (Williamson 2020).
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[...] edge of intervening in a really awkward situation and you just
don’t know which way to go [...] and asking yourself all of those

questions [...] why am | reticent to intervene? (Alexia 2018).

Referencing Williamson’s ability to play, Alexia highlights something not afforded to
the audience, some of whom were even upset by what was going on. This could be
said to replicate a mode of curating that privileges the primacy of the artist/curator
relationship, discussed in my Literature Review. If the institution only ‘cares’ about
the artist’s ability to ‘play’ then the public is missing from the equation. As Alexia also
suggested, Williamson aroused the audience’s empathy, and perhaps even their
pity. His D/deafness might have exacerbated their awkwardness at his failure to
communicate, and their not being able to understand him. Some might have even
felt guilty about this. Most of the audience was not known to Williamson, and were
unaware that his D/deafness is not ostensibly a barrier to communication with non-
BSL signers, because he lip-reads and speaks clearly. The catalogue of mishaps he
faced could have happened to anyone, but did the audience feel doubly bad

watching a D/deaf person failing to make themselves understood?

As suggested in my Literature Review, we might be betwixt and between the liberal
and the neoliberal art institution, but Alexia’s comment suggests that the museum
still attracts a notionally liberal audience. Even though they witnessed him struggling,
might this liberal audience have felt uncomfortable intervening in a lecture by a
D/deaf artist? Could their expectations have become a kind of double-bind, or form
of self-policing? A recent testimony gathered via email from a curator called Maree,
who had also worked with Williamson before, would seem to support this idea.
Though informed of what would happen, she hadn’t known how ‘brilliantly
excruciating’ it would be. Maree described a ‘mix of emotions in the room’ that
included ‘discomfort, polite tolerance, nervous giggling, outrage that the technical
aspect wasn’t working’. She remembers ‘feeling uncomfortable at other’s discomfort
for Aaron, but appreciating [that] the over zealousness to try and “save” him comes
from not considering it might be deliberate. Or that disability can do satire’ (Maree
2020). Would a similar performance work within other institutional settings, ones with
different class and political dynamics? Perhaps the lecture performance plays on

notions of political correctness around disability, eventually encouraging an audience
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to laugh at their own meekness at the end — but only when, and if, they have fully
understood it to be a ‘performance’. All of this still relies on prior knowledge of the
genre of lecture performance described earlier on this chapter. As | withessed, and
Maree testified, a handful of audience members never quite reached that point: ‘|
think a couple of people walked out, one person shouted out to “help him”, but if you
stayed till the end it came together’ (Maree 2020). In that case, does the
performance ultimately succeed in failing so perfectly because Williamson is D/deaf,
and his presence disrupts the liberal audience’s expectations of how an institution

should care for him?

Alison Kafer (2013) traces the affinities between feminist, queer and crip theories
and her lived experience of disability. Her discussion of normative ableist culture that
casts differently-abled bodies as deviant and in need of cure is useful for unpacking
Maree’s observations. Kafer calls this the ‘curative imaginary, an understanding of
disability that not only expects and assumes intervention [...] but cannot imagine or
comprehend anything other’ (p.27, original emphasis). Tate staff were ‘in’ on the
knowledge that the advertised lecture was actually a performance, and explicitly
instructed by the artist not to intervene. Despite being described in the printed
programme for the event as a ‘lecture performance’ that would explore how an
‘unanticipated turn of events can unexpectedly become alien, confusing or awkward’,
the audience were clearly not prepared for just how awkward things would become
when the institution failed to perform its curative intervention. As indicated through
my description of routine event management at Tate Britain, my usual role would
precisely be curative if anything went awry. | was so focussed on not intervening
however, that perhaps | did not pay enough attention to the points at which a
‘curative imaginary’ emerged in the audience. | actively ignored the urgent looks in
Alexia’s direction, the walkouts and pleas for help, the woman who appeared visibly
upset, the person who took responsibility for drawing the performance to a close by

beginning the applause. But for Maree, this was in itself to be applauded:

[a] lot of performance lectures stay in the suspense mode of “appreciation”.
As in “Ah we get this. A lecture yet not a lecture”. The Collapsing Lecture took
this to another level — in terms of the range of emotions and misreadings
(Maree 2020).
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| had not understood this at the time, much less anticipated it. But assessing the role
D/deafness played in the performance is key to understanding how it disrupted not
only the audience’s expectations of the institution, but the institution’s (liberal)
understanding of its general public. Kafer’s notion of ‘crip time’ is another key
concept that pushes further the disruptive potential of disability within the
performance. She aligns crip time with ‘queer time’, which, as Elizabeth Freeman
(2010) also argues, understands temporal and sexual dissonance to be intertwined.
Kafer explains that both crip and queer time function outside of a normative, linear
understanding of progression and productivity: ‘[fluturity has often been framed in
curative terms, a time frame that casts disabled people (as) out of time, or as
obstacles to the arc of progress’ (2013 p.28). For Kafer, both crip and queer time are
read as deviant by normative society for their non-normative relationship to time and

(re)productivity.

Though not an expressed part of the lecture, or indeed the performance as such,
Williamson’s D/deafness could certainly have been perceived as an obstacle, or
frustration, to normative linear progression and productivity. Frustration is multivalent
here — it is both an obstacle blocking the way and a feeling that circulates. If, as
Adam Phillips has written, obstacles reveal the object of our desire (1993), then the
many obstacles frustrating the normative, linear path of knowledge production that
evening might be said to reveal the collective desire for clarity of communication —
for communing, even — that was never fulfilled. | felt this myself, and picked it up
anecdotally from audience members | spoke to afterwards. The seed was sown by
the inordinately long introduction, expressly there to cover the fact that Williamson
was (intentionally) running late. As Kafer writes, ‘the temporal orientation of “crip
time™ is often ‘an essential component of disability culture and community [...] a wry
reference to the disability-related events that always seem to start late or to the
disabled people who never seem to arrive anywhere on time’ (p.26). Williamson’s
D/deafness was not mentioned by Alexia, nor directly referred to by the artist himself,
but when he eventually arrived, loudly apologising for his lateness, his speech was
unmistakably that of a D/deaf person. The side conversations with sign language
interpreter Chloe also became more prominent as the lecture descended into chaos,

amplifying its farcical nature and the obstacles to communing with the audience.
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Indeed, both the lecture and the performance — if they may be split as such — unfold
more or less in accordance with Kafer’'s definition of crip time. Rather than being
productive according to a normative knowledge-transfer model, the lecture is
intensely frustrating because, over the course of an hour, nothing that feels like
knowledge is communicated. That is not to say that nothing is produced. According
to Kafer we need to think of ‘the flexibility of crip time as being not only an
accommodation to those who need “more” time but also [...] a challenge to
normative and normalizing expectations of pace and scheduling’ (p.27). One of the
ways we might — tentatively — read the performance as productive is that it evokes
an extreme sense of this ‘flexibility’ for the audience. They might not recognise it as
such, but since Collapsing Lecture itself makes no ‘sense’ — and could even be
described as nonsense — these accumulating failures become the only thing to
follow. Together with the stretching of time, the mounting frustrations and failures
exceed even Kafer’'s description of crip time’s ‘challenge’. But with them, Williamson
offers something outside of normative desires and expectations for the artist’s talk to
‘make sense’: the collapsing gestures of ‘performing-knowing’ perversely became

the only consumable content.

Awkwardness

Alexia described the audience to Collapsing Lecture as suspended on the ‘edge of
intervening in a really awkward situation’, which is confirmed by Maree’s testimony of
her discomfort at others’ discomfort, from the auditorium itself (full to its capacity of
190 seats). Indeed, such elongated awkwardness might best be described as a
suspension of (normative) time. After Kafer, | suggest this suspension is facilitated
by the intervention of crip time. But what does it mean to sit alongside others in a

packed auditorium for over an hour with such awkwardness?

It seems self-evident that awkwardness is first and foremost a feeling. But as Adam
Kotsko (2010) describes, it is a curiously nebulous one, which is inherently social.
Awkwardness is a feeling that circulates between people creating ‘a weird kind of
social bond’ (p.9). Whomever or whatever the cause, what it reveals is a thinning of

the social order governing a given situation: ‘[aJwkwardness shows us that [...] [we]
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have no built-in norms: the norms that we develop help us to “get by,” [...]
awkwardness is what prompts us to set up social norms in the first place — and what
prompts us to transform them’ (p.16). Put simply, awkwardness reveals that there
might be another way of doing things, by exposing the precariousness of the
structures we build to mitigate it arising in the first place. In addition, it's appearance
reveals how these structures work for some and not others. Those who don’t know,
or aren’t able to follow, the rules governing a certain situation, are at risk of

disrupting them and becoming the cause of awkwardness.

What Alexia described comes closer to Kotsko’s designation of ‘radical
awkwardness’ (original emphasis), which he calls ‘the panic brought about by the
lack of any norm’ as opposed to ‘everyday awkwardness [...] the violation of a
relatively strong norm’ (p.17). This was set up by the advertised lecture performance
‘violating a relatively strong norm’ of the institution’s understanding of its public as
able-bodied, which aligns with who the ‘general ticketed’ public programme of most
art institutions is assumed to be for. In the liberal institution anyone who deviates
from the norm is provided for with a special programme. For example, Tate’s Public
Programme encompasses Access and Community Programmes, yet despite
collaborations with colleagues working across these strands, such categorising
usually prevents particular audiences from mixing. Therefore, ‘A Language in Search
of its Meta-language’ was already an exception to standard practice, because it
presented a D/deaf artist to a general public without advertising it as a special BSL
event as part of Tate’s Access Programme. Separating audiences into groups serves
another function within the liberal institution — to assuage any awkwardness around
able-bodied privilege for this general public. But this event included a BSL interpreter

to accommodate a D/deaf public within the general public.

And what of the artist himself? Was he the victim of many mishaps, or just as
incompetent as the staff? Who was to blame for all the things that went wrong that
evening? This may be illuminated by the following passage where Kotsko describes

the ‘awkward person’:

there are people for whom awkwardness is a kind of perverse skill [...] We are

only able to identify someone as awkward, however, because the person
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does something that is inappropriate for a given context. Most often, these
violations do not involve an official written law — instead, the grace that’s in
question is the skilful navigation of the mostly unspoken norms of a

community. Severely awkward individuals are those who have a particular

difficulty relating to their social context (Kotsko 2010 pp. 6-7).

In one sense Williamson is what Kotsko characterises as the awkward person — the
one most obviously ‘to blame’ for the awkward situation. He embodies awkwardness
through his doomed interactions with his lecturing apparatus and stuttering failure to
articulate anything. But the Collapsing Lecture is also set apart from what Kotsko is
describing above, because it is not merely a social situation. It is a staged, public
event that has a different kind of script. So the awkwardness is perhaps not so much
about Williamson'’s ‘difficulty relating to [...] social context’, which might suggest an
informal situation, but rather his difficulty delivering a scripted, public performance.
Or, was his performance of awkwardness a peculiar kind of perfection? In which
case, can we locate the source of awkwardness in the audience for their lack of

‘appreciation’, which Maree suggested ordinarily attends the lecture performance?

Kotsko’s analysis of television performances by Ricky Gervais in The Office (2001-
03) and Larry David in Curb Your Enthusiasm (2000—ongoing) later does away with
the opposition between social grace and awkwardness, describing them as a ‘kind of
grace — [...] that allows us to break down and admit that we are finally nothing more
or less than human beings’ (p.89). If we take a standard dictionary definition of grace
as ‘smoothness and elegance of movement’ and ‘attractively polite manner of
behaving’ (Oxford English Dictionary 2005), this notion also links to the invisible
labour of public programming, a lot of which is orientated around creating a feeling of
smoothness. To have this smoothness repeatedly disrupted very quickly becomes
disturbing. Yet, if we can think of Williamson’s performance as graceful in any way,
this moment came when he appeared to fall asleep on his feet. After an hour of
mishaps and blunders building an exhausting tension, | distinctly remember this
moment as unexpectedly moving. Appearing to forget himself entirely, Williamson’s
brief pause brought a surprising frailty to the stage. It was swiftly punctured by the
sound of gradual clapping that brought the extended awkwardness to an end. Having

told me he would go on until it felt finished, Williamson had finally pushed the
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suspension of convention and institutional structure to the limit. As well as drawing

the performance to a close, the applause restored the norms of the auditorium.

In the first of a series of online seminars for Open School East (2020), Matthew de
Kersaint Giraudeau has offered some thoughts about applause that are useful in

grasping the import of this moment:

clapping together designates the co-clappers as an audience. An audience is
always clapping for something. But what are we clapping for? [...] Clapping is
a performative act and like all performatives, it gathers its meaning from its
circumstances. [...] Clapping is a way to show appreciation for an event that
has finished [...] It is also [...] a sign that we are no longer going to direct our
attention towards the performance [...] Clapping is not language, but it does

something to language (de Kersaint Giraudeau 2020).

If, as Kotsko suggests, awkwardness creates a ‘weird kind of social bond’ then the
release of clapping may also allow a group of uncertain individuals to reconstitute
themselves as an audience proper — the only role available in the entire scenario of
Collapsing Lecture to be normatively carried out. As de Kersaint Giraudeau
highlights, there are a host of reasons why we are clapping, all of them social, but
exceeding language or definitive explanation. Did the clapping that drew Collapsing
Lecture to a close signal the welcome end of awkwardness and the beginning of
appreciation, or simply the exhaustion of attention? Was it the only way for the
audience to adequately, as a group, hold space for the artist — and the institution —
and make it all OK in the end? Silence would perhaps have constituted a new and
different form of publicness, even more awkward that what had gone before,
designating the entire thing a resounding failure. As it was, the normalising function

of clapping might just have saved Collapsing Lecture from total collapse.

That Awkward Stage

In Collapsing Lecture Williamson both under- and over-performs, bringing his
fallibility and vulnerability to the fore. Apparently committed to doing something

pointless, he disrupts the figure of the expert, the one who has useful knowledge to
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impart. Such commitment is both humorous and frustrating. Queer theorist Jack

Halberstam says of the critical productivity of failure:

[w]e can also recognize failure as a way of refusing to acquiesce to dominant
logics of power and discipline and as a form of critique. As a practice, failure
recognizes that alternatives are embedded already in the dominant and that
power is never total or consistent; indeed failure can exploit the

unpredictability of ideology and its indeterminate qualities (2011 p.88).

Could the abject failures of Williamson’s performance actually be exploited as a
productive ‘form of critique’, allowing us to see the workings of the institution and the
textures of a public coming into being, as the ‘alternatives [...] embedded’ in their
dominant logics? For me, Kotsko’s analysis of awkwardness and Halberstam’s work
on failure both reveal an emergent consciousness that things might be done
otherwise — that other futures are thinkable. This fleeting positivity connects to José
Esteban Munoz’s evocative description of the queer stage as both a phase of

development:

the way in which worried parents deal with wild queer children, how they
sometimes protect themselves from the fact of queerness by making it a
“stage,” a developmental hiccup, a moment of misalignment that will,

hopefully, correct itself (Mufioz 2009 p.98).

Later Muiioz describes the queer stage as a space to practice other possible selves
on, or ‘imagine a self [...] in the process of becoming’ (2009 p.100). But, like crip
time, the queer stage is only possible because heteronormative temporality casts
queers as out of time. Mufoz’s description of the ‘wild queer child’ is a reminder that
teenage years are referred to as an ‘awkward phase’, recalling Michael Warner’s
connection between ‘pubic’ and ‘public’ (2005), discussed in my introduction.
Munoz’s use of language to denote the frustrations to normative progression — the
‘stalling’ and ‘hiccupping’ of queer becoming — provide a compelling parallel to the
glitchy interactions with the lecturing apparatus that Williamson performed. | also
connect the ‘moment of misalignment’, which parents hope will be corrected, to the

kinds of mismatched expectations described between the institution and its publics,
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which can lead to a sense of things missing the mark, falling short, or taking an
unexpected turn. And yet, Mufioz’s queer stage is also one of hope — a space to
understand himself as a processual being. Might, then, we find some redemptive

hope in the public programme as an awkward stage?

Awkward Stages and their Retelling

It is perhaps no surprise that | decided to name my series of workshops after Mufoz.
In Chapter Four | go into detail about the process and practice of these workshops
and what they produced, but two stories arising from the first in the series of That
Awkward Stage: Private Workshops for Public Programmers (2018-19) with Tate’s
Public Programmes team speak precisely about the awkwardness of disability

meeting able-bodied privilege during a public event.

Mark spoke about attending an audio-described theatre production at the Bridge
Theatre with a blind friend. For this special evening during the play’s run, a
downloadable mobile phone application was available so blind and visually impaired
people could listen to a live narration of the action on stage, at the same time as
hearing the actors delivering their lines. Becoming aware that ‘extra content’ was
available during the interval, some sighted audience members also downloaded and
logged into the application to consume it. As a result, during the second act the
application crashed due to the higher than expected level of user traffic and caused
a ripple of disturbance. Several members of the audience began fiddling with their
phones all of a sudden, screens lighting up their faces as they whispered to their
companions. Mark described how in response to the extra noise and flashing
screens ‘the sighted public began “tutting”, audibly frustrated at their theatre

experience being ruined by the people who cannot see’ (Mark 2018).

Mark’s assessment of the situation was that in their greed to consume all the things
on offer at the theatre the ‘over-privileged’ able-bodied public ruined it for the ‘under-
privileged’ disabled public. As he pointed out, the latter are only ever afforded a
semblance of the theatre experience the privileged, able-bodied enjoy. However, it
was the disruption caused by the blind people concerned with their mobile phones

that made the visible and audible disruption to the sacred theatre experience. Mark
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explained that this put the under-privileged people in the position of ‘ruining it’ for the
over-privileged, as if their disability meant that they didn’t know how, or weren'’t able,
to adhere to the rules of the space. Following Kotsko’s definition, the blind people
were blamed for ‘violating the norms’ of the theatre. Not only for ruining the spectacle
for those who could ‘see’, but arguably for disturbing the very logic of the space —
which, like the gallery, privileges the visible, the spectacular. What remained invisible
until the very end of the performance, however — when theatre staff made an
announcement revealing what had happened - is that, in fact, the over-privileged
had ruined it for the under-privileged and themselves by accessing content that they

neither needed, nor were the intended public for.

In this story, the workings of privilege in relation to the visible and in relation to
audiences are both layered and complex, something that will be drawn out further in
Chapter Three. As described in more detail in Chapter Four, the quotations | draw on
from these workshops come from written notes | made, where | took down verbatim
what people said. In Mark’s words, this incident ‘showed how those with privilege
consistently take more privilege, and this creates an “us and them” situation’ (Mark
2018). As will be explored more fully in Chapter Two, it is also an example of the
‘vulnerability’ of the spectacle, easily disrupted and derailed by the audience
gathered to watch it (Mulvey 1989 p.4). The application was designed to allow blind
and partially sighted visitors to be accommodated into the visual regime of the
theatre, without sighted visitors noticing their presence, or becoming aware of their
own privilege in being able to see everything that was going on. Though not
expressly part of the theatre performance, Mark’s story sets up how the unexpected
awareness of disability and able-bodied-ness disrupted its smoothness in ways that
could neither be reconciled nor accounted for in the moment. The source of
frustration to the normative production of the event may be different, but the outcome

is perhaps similar to Collapsing Lecture.

Flexi-time

The disruption to normative notions of public that these kinds of mixed audience
groups create for the institution is also another altering to normative time, that Kafer

might describe as ‘crip time’. ‘Audio-described’ or ‘relaxed’ performances often
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provide a space for audiences with different abilities and needs to mix. The latter
welcomes people with autism or Tourette’s and their carers, or mothers and babies —
those deemed by the institution as liable to make inappropriate noise, need softer
lighting, space to lie down, rest or breastfeed (Underwood 2020). These activities
and responses — making noise, lying down, eating — are not normatively appropriate
in the cultural institution where you are expected to pay respectful, quiet attention to
the spectacle or display. Far from an everyday practice, relaxed performances are
more standardly practiced in theatres and cinemas, but often take place during the
day. A further assumption becomes visible here around the time of day during which

normative and non-normative publics may choose to, or are able, to access culture.

Late at Tate Britain emerged as a way to broaden access to the art museum for a
wider public, by extending opening hours until 10pm on the first Friday of each
month. This extension is purported to be a chance for those working during the day
to see the exhibitions and collection galleries ‘after hours’ at a time that was quieter
than the busy weekend, as well as for those on lower incomes to gain entry to
exhibitions at half-price. Late at Tate Britain also introduced a ‘programme’ to the
extension of opening hours — including music, talks, performances and film
screenings — alongside bars serving alcohol within galleries. It became a regular
‘event’ with a fairly loyal following who would show up, often without paying particular

attention to what was going on.%4

This strategy of extending opening hours to broaden access has quite significant
implications for widening the art museum’s ‘general’ public. One genesis of the
contemporary Late at Tate Britain is undoubtedly the successful petition for the
introduction of gas lights in museums in the 1800s to aid the extension of opening
hours by working-class would-be visitors. In 1865, Lord Ebury presented the wishes
of ‘the Early Closing Association, and of Working Men of Islington, for the Opening of
Public Museums [...] three evenings in the week between the hours of seven and ten

o'clock’ (UK Parliament 1865), and it was upheld. Before then, museums had only

% To date, there has been no report or scholarly study on this particular programme at Tate Britain
that | may draw on. Therefore, | write this brief history from my extensive working knowledge of the
programme, which includes conversations with Adrian Shaw, Curator, Young People’s Programme,
who initiated Late at Tate Britain in 2000 in his previous role as Information Assistant.

87



been lit by natural light. The introduction of gas light enabled people to attend
museums in the evening after work (Kriegel 2007). Recognising perhaps the ‘public
good’ denied them, this new public of the museum drew attention to a major obstacle
blocking their more frequent access, and petitioned Parliament to remove it. The
Victoria and Albert Museum proudly announces the precedent it set in being the first
national museum to extend its opening hours with gaslight in a blog commending the
then director Henry Cole for his ‘innovation’ (Smith 2013). There is no mention of the
petition, but the museum was another early adopter of ‘lates’ programming in the
early 2000s (Stockman 2016).

As the petition showed, shifting attention away from the museum’s content to its
structural and temporal conditions and how they blocked access, opened up who the
art museum’s general public might encompass. If the normative time of the museum
assumes a particular class and age of people — from the middle-class student to the
affluent senior citizen — then late openings increase may access, both to those who
cannot visit during the day, but also to those for whom the coded behaviour of ‘quiet
contemplation’ is also a social barrier. Museum ‘lates’ are also undeniably a sign of
the liberal institution becoming neoliberal. Culture24’s report A Culture of Lates
(Stockman 2018) has shown how programming across the sector does attract a
more diverse public than the usual daytime demographic.®® However, this report is
explicitly interested in museums increasing access to unusual demographics for the
contribution ‘a culture of lates’ can make to the ‘night time economy’. Culture24’s
unashamedly neoliberal logic asserts that extended opening hours, mixed with
alcohol and programming, leads to increased profits for museums, and diversifying
‘the offer’ of any given city’s wider night-time economy.®® This report cannot
demonstrate that lighting, programming and alcohol make a significant dent in the
barriers preventing certain groups from visiting museums, and unfortunately there is

little scholarship in the area of museum late events. But it does bring us back to the

65 Culture24 describes itself as a charity ‘supporting arts and heritage organisations to connect
meaningfully with audiences’. It also provides consultancy and ‘strategic advice and practical support
to museums, galleries and other cultural organisations’ and is therefore heavily invested in promoting
‘museum lates’ (Culture24 n.d.). While this does not discredit their research findings, it has been
created for a specific agenda of encouraging a new cultural market.

% The report praises Sheffield’s Business Improvement District for ‘funding a series of Museum Lates’

as ‘a strong example of culture and retail working together to extend productive trading hours and
diversify the night-time economy’ (Stockman 2018 p.24).
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issue the gas light petition raises: how a temporal and structural adjustment in the
material conditions of the museum can both affect its ambience and the perception

of who it is for.

One of the most significant changes Late at Tate Britain makes to the feeling of
being in the galleries is, in fact, through its lighting. With overhead lighting tracks
dimmed, or switched off altogether in the main hub spaces — around the bars,
musical acts and DJs — coloured lights are positioned to shoot light up the walls and
diffuse it on the vaulted ceilings. A softer more relaxed atmosphere is evoked and
the museum experience is orientated less around the art on the walls (which is less
visible), and more around new kinds of social relations that are now possible —
particularly flirtatious ones. This sense of a lighter, social atmosphere eschewing the
museum’s daytime seriousness is the main reasons | chose Late at Tate Britain as
an appropriate context for Collapsing Lecture. However, | hadn'’t taken into account
how the rather staid architecture of the auditorium upheld the museum’s daytime
rigour, despite the temporary relaxation of rules elsewhere. This only made it more
appropriate for Williamson’s intentions. Nevertheless, my assumption was that the
kind of audience who shows up on a Friday evening for more relaxed art viewing

would be the kind of audience who would ‘get’, even enjoy, his performance.

Not only was | proved wrong, but Collapsing Lecture can be taken as a microcosm of
what is happening more broadly. The logic of Late at Tate Britain, where a different
kind of consumer experience rubs up against the institution’s normative, educative
function, is one effect of the ‘corporate turn’ promoted by Culture24’s report and
described by Nina Méntmann. This long-running, monthly programme (since 2000)
neatly exemplifies the competing pressures on the contemporary, neoliberal art
institution of being both a public good and a commercial enterprise, of attracting both
‘a mass public’ and diversifying itself to include ‘new publics’ (Méntmann 2008 p.17).
However, a shift in atmosphere does not necessarily shift the expectations of
curative intervention that a public brings to an institution, revealing what A Culture of
Lates glosses over: there is still a conflict between a desire for the convivial
(Bourriaud 2002), avant-garde antagonism of challenging programming (Bishop
2004, 2012) and the instructional, edifying role of the museum that the public puts its

‘trust’ in (Cuno 2004). | suggest this conflict underpins the competing positions that
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the neoliberal institution under the corporate turn creates: the roles of consumer,
stakeholder, audience, citizen, visitor, participant, learner are variously taken up by
this public with uncertainty, producing a publicness that is undeniably awkward. Just
as de Kersaint Giraudeau encourages us to pause and ask ‘why are we clapping?’, |
suspect many of those at Collapsing Lecture were asking themselves the same
question. If they weren’t learning anything, were they simply being mocked? Was it
the stuffy art museum that was being sent up, or the blind faith the public puts in it to

educate and improve them?

The questions of access that Williamson's performance and his D/deafness posed
only extended the awkwardness of the corporate turn. It surprised a general public
usually shielded from recognising their privilege, showing up the ableist assumptions
of participation that moments of publicness like the conventional artist’s talk are
normatively and comfortably shrouded in. These ableist assumptions are not only
embedded in our social structures, but our architectural ones: as mentioned in my
introduction, Tate Britain’s inaccessible stage still prevents disabled artists from
presenting there.®” In Collapsing Lecture however, my discomfort also had to do with
my role as enjoyable content creator under the corporate turn, clashing with the
more avant-garde end of the educational turn — of ‘disrupting’ and ‘transforming’ the

audience’s assumptions of the ‘curative’ institution.58

Just Doing my Job

The uncertainty of such contradictions leads back to the specificity of the role of
public programmer, and the impossibility of resolving them. Mark’s second example
was an event he organised for blind and visually impaired visitors in Tate Britain’s
garden. As part of the activity, the group were encouraged to touch the plants and
smell them. Mark remembered with horror how one participant leant forward and
touched a nettle, immediately leaping back yelling ‘I've been stung!” He described
feeling horribly guilty at not having protected this person from the shock and

unexpected pain of being stung, something that he as a sighted person could have

67 As hinted at earlier, | found this an irresolvable contradiction of putting on public programmes there.
®8 Which is still, in fact, in keeping with the traditional, liberal notion of the museum as edifying public
good.
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anticipated. As another colleague pointed out, ‘the public have their own agency and
can make their own decisions’. But this did not assuage Mark’s sense of
responsibility for what had happened; his personal feeling of guilt could not be easily
separated or explained away by such professional detachment. Perhaps because it
might be rather awkward to admit a sense of guilt about his sightedness as much as
a professional guilt at failing to provide the curative intervention expected of the

institution, which, in this case, he embodied.

The latter vignette raises a number of questions: who is responsible for what? What
are the limits of the institution’s responsibility? When do the public take responsibility
for their own actions, assumptions and responses? Where does the person end and
the institution begin — and how does it feel to walk this line? These questions are
more fully fleshed out in Chapter Four, but the feeling of walking this line came up in
a number of the workshops and conversations, referred to as a ‘split’ sense of
‘embodying the institution’: representing its values and brand, while retaining a
critical stance and personal approach (Workshop September 2018). Being both
professionally and personally accountable is not easy, particularly when these things

are not in alignment.

In our conversation about her involvement in the Collapsing Lecture Alexia also
touched on the impossibility of professional and personal alignment, from the
perspective of role-playing. The Tate staff members involved in the performance that
evening were asked by Williamson to play an extremely unhelpful version of

themselves in their institutional role. | asked how she felt about this?

Oh my God | was horrified, absolutely horrified! | can’t believe | agreed to do it
[...] especially because this is a room full of my people [...] other museum
people, other professionals, and | have to go up and be really bad (Alexia
2018).

The difficulty playing her assigned role in the performance, in front of colleagues
from her professional field, came up several times. It reminded her of taking part in
another performative intervention that also happened during a different Late at Tate

Britain. Along with ten others (some staff, some friends of the artist), Alexia was
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asked to wear a Tate invigilator uniform. The group were instructed to gather in
doorways bordering galleries, appearing to lazily ‘hang out’ in them. Whenever a
member of the public wanted to move through the doorway and asked what they
were doing, the invigilators would separate in different directions, collecting at
another threshold. Though not at the level of publicity that introducing Williamson
exposed her to, she described a similar experience of excruciating embarrassment
at having to do ‘a bad job’, the cause of real anxiety. Alexia described her part in
Williamson’s performance as ‘career suicide’, and he also considered ‘sabotaging

professional reputation’ in his own reflections on Collapsing Lecture (2017).

This additional performance remembered by Alexia, though challenging in similar
ways to Collapsing Lecture, is not an anomaly. Both performances draw on a history
of artist interventions critiquing institutional conventions. For example, Andrea
Fraser’s live tours of the Philadelphia Museum of Art, in character as Jane Castleton,
the overzealous museum docent, later reproduced for her film Museum Highlights: A
Gallery Talk (1989). Fraser’s film Little Frank and his Carp (2001) documents the
artist making an unannounced, unsanctioned intervention in the Guggenheim
Museum Bilbao. In a now infamous performance of the ‘visitor’ relation to the
museum, Fraser listen’s to the audio guide’s authoritative male voice, and takes his
directions to explore the museum’s architecture literally. Rubbing herself sensually
against its smooth walls, the shock and surprise of staff and other visitors is captured
by hidden cameras. Though she critiques the uncritical nature in which certain
conventions and roles are carried out, she also relies on their complicity.®® Similarly
Collapsing Lecture needed to rope others in: unacknowledged staff and unknowing
audience members.”® Both Fraser and Williamson make the function of certain

positions within the apparatus of the museum visible through parody or subversion.

® Fraser’s institutional critique has been acquired by museum collections including Tate’s, becoming
part of the canon and institution of contemporary art. Incidentally, she has more recently distanced
herself from these early works, over concerns that rather than critiquing the institution, they end up
mocking an unsuspecting audience.

"% Though a collaborative effort, especially on behalf of Alexia, the AV technicians and myself as
curator, the performance was of course very much Williamson’s work. But given that the nature of the
lecture as performance must not be revealed, Tate staff were asked to play themselves, albeit an
extremely incompetent, unhelpful version. We were neither credited anywhere, publicly thanked
afterwards, nor paid additionally.
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However, Collapsing Lecture left both staff and audience unsure as to whether any

spectacle was available for enjoyment at all.

The difficulty in reconciling this is suggested by Alexia, who felt compromised at

performing her disengagement with the artist, and disinterest toward the audience:

some people in the audience were getting quite animated, we were given very
strict instructions not to respond at all which is obviously counter intuitive to
every instinct that you have [...] | do remember thinking: this is unbearable
(Alexia 2018).

Despite knowing the artist was not actually in need of her help, Alexia’s lack of
response was directly at odds with the kind of attentiveness institutional staff,
especially those explicitly tasked with working publicly, are expected to exude. Helen
Charman (2005), charts the professionalisation of the museum’s education curator,
describing various shifts that took place after the 1960s. Exhibition designers
employed to consider how visitors would experience an exhibition, and education
services repositioned to address the needs of a broader public than school children
showed the museum placing greater emphasis on the experience of its visiting
public. Responsibility for the collection remained with the museum curator, whereas
the visitor's experience was meted out to education department colleagues, which is

now what distinguishes them professionally:

[rlesponsibility, especially in relation to the public, can be recast as a form of
duty of care which embraces not just the intellectual experience of our visitors,
but also cares for their emotional and physical well-being whilst at the

museum (Charman 2005).

Naturally this ‘duty of care’ extends to programme contributors too, of which
Williamson was one. But for Collapsing Lecture to succeed in failing so
catastrophically, it was imperative that everyone working at Tate played their part in

failing to live up to such expectations and exuding a careless attitude.
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As the curator of this performance, which was part of an entire Late at Tate Britain, |
sidestepped taking an explicitly public role in it by asking Alexia to give the
introduction. However, | didn’t escape being roped into a cameo role in another faux
artist’s talk by Liu Ding during Tate Tanks: Fifteen Weeks of Art in Action (2012)."
My small part was to rigorously announce the time left at three five-minute intervals.
My minimal ‘script’ was in no way out of the ordinary, except that my timekeeping
was rather overzealous. Though a minor intervention, | had to play it believably in
front of colleagues and acquaintances from my professional field, at my place of
work. Embarrassed at having to over-perform my usual self, | resented not having
the chance to explain | had been playing a role, especially when an audience
member told me he had thought me ‘really pernickety’. Like Alexia, | accepted this

cameo as part of my job, resigned to the fact that somebody had to do it.

All of these performances play on infringements to the implicit, micro-contractual
agreements between the public and the institution that are made every day. Playing
a distortion of the professional role and oneself in the workplace, where one
normatively desires to come across as both capable and competent, is just one. But
these examples are also part of the requirements of the contemporary art institution
to maintain and uphold an avant-garde legacy that expects their publics to keep
apace. Claire Bishop (2004, 2012) explicitly names this as ‘antagonism’, revealing
the irresolvable tension between the (arguably laudable) intentions of socially-
engaged practice — to encourage participation and empower audiences — and
artworks that intend to destabilise, disrupt or even prevent audiences from carrying
out their role as they know it. What Bishop’s critique doesn't account for is the fall-out
from these situations and who is responsible for picking up the pieces or providing a
more detailed understanding of what happened. If informational material produced
around a performance cannot account for it, audiences may simply be expected to
return, bewildered and a little disgruntled, to their daily lives. Perhaps because of the
imperative to uphold this legacy of challenge, | couldn’t acknowledge the guilt | felt
that a member of the audience had left Collapsing Lecture, ‘visibly upset’. Relying on
the artist’s accounts of other audience responses, | expected that, however

gradually, everyone would eventually ‘get it’. | hoped some might even enjoy the

" The inaugural programme of these new museum spaces for live work.

94



awkwardness; as Maree confirmed, this anticipation was not completely out of kilter.
But according to Charman | was not entirely in sync with my professional
responsibility of care for the emotional and intellectual well-being of the audience

either.

Perhaps what all of this points to is the institution’s perennial problem with its
unpredictable, unruly publics. Hilary Floe (2014) describes the unexpected ‘over-
participation’ of the public in three exhibitions designed to encourage visitors to
physically engage with artwork on display. While the article revolves around the
liberating possibilities of play in the museum and contemporary art gallery, the three
case studies where visitors were invited into physical contact with artwork seem to
suggest how proscribed that interaction was. The unexpected reactions of the public
were only registered when, as Floe cites, ‘everything was getting smashed’ and the
institutions — Tate Gallery, Institute of Contemporary Arts and Museum of Modern Art
Oxford — had either to close exhibits early, or rethink the implications of their
invitation. Floe’s analysis shows that even (or especially) when institutions invite a
mode of interaction other than looking, certain normative expectations of who the
public is and how it will behave remain in place. But, as my extended analysis of
Collapsing Lecture shows, failure can mean very different things for the artist,
institution and audience. If we take these failed interactions together, what can they
tell us about our attachments to the contemporary art institution and what it means to

become public there?

Conclusion — Collapsing Lecture, Becoming Public(s)

In this first chapter | have described at length Aaron Williamson’s Collapsing Lecture
as performed at Tate Britain to expound the potential | see in paying attention to
unexpected or disruptive moments when they arise within public programming. | look
at them in detail for what they reveal about publicness as a temporal, emergent
process rather than a given space, or fixed state that we step in and out of. Much of
what | described revolved around awkwardness, which | used, firstly, to address
what Méntmann designates as the ‘awkward’ relations between art institutions and
their publics. Through this lens we see the neoliberal art museum coming into view,

both out of, and in conflict with, the values of its liberal parent. These values were
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challenged by the Late at Tate Britain format colliding with Collapsing Lecture, and
extended using notions of crip and queer time (Kafer 2013, Freeman 2010, Mufioz
2009), as both flexible and productive according to non-normative logics. They
helped me demonstrate how Williamson’s glitchy interactions with the neoliberal
institution and D/deafness disrupted its traditional, liberal perceptions of general
public, and that public’s understanding of itself. Focussing on my uncomfortable
feelings as programmer, also observed in other responses to the performance
lecture, further undid received notions of the monolithic, unfeeling institution and the

compliant, abstract general public it relies on.

In keeping with Bishop (2004, 2012), | tried not to evaluate Collapsing Lecture with
moral judgements; rather, to examine what the different responses to it tell us about
publicness in the contemporary art institution. | also showed how my complex and
competing feelings in the moment of experiencing it — exhilaration, amusement,
uncertainty and guilt — rubbed up against one another, to texture the experience of
public programmer becoming audience to her own programme, forming a new
understanding of her relation to the professional. In later chapters | mine more of
these moments for how they reveal publicness as an emergent process, and not
simply an ideal, easy or given function of the art museum. Some of the awkwardness
| describe arose from the competing ways publics are interpellated and expected to
relate to the contemporary art institution. From the art aficionado wanting intellectual
stimulation, to the consumer wanting to be entertained, to the disabled visitor with
particular access needs, to the participant in an experimental performance
wondering what this all means. Some of these are idealised roles, all of them are
reductive, and, at the same time, necessary to hold in mind. Rather than being fixed
positions, they are reminiscent of Coypel’'s ‘twenty publics of different tone and
character’ referenced in my Introduction (Coypel in Crow 1995 p.10). After Mufioz
(2009), with Collapsing Lecture | have conceptualised the public programme as an
‘awkward stage’, across which these roles and relations are played out. The failures

and possibilities of these awkward moments will be returned to throughout the thesis.

Three facets come out of this extraordinary example that, | argue, are integral to
understanding publicness as it is produced by the public programme of the

contemporary art institution. In the following chapters | look at publicness through the
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intersecting lenses of attention/distraction, responsibility/community and the
professional/personal in practice. As described above, to create Collapsing Lecture
Williamson employed a strategy of shifting his attention to the micro-gestures of
‘performing-knowing’ during his art school lecture. This led me to a consideration of
the micro-gestures of response and ‘performing-caring’ that, in different ways,
institutional staff and the audience were prevented from, or failed at, carrying out.
Shifting attention away from the proper ‘content’, towards the technologies and
structures designed to focus it, demonstrated how integral holding space and
attentive care are to the public programme.”? | explore the link between a shift in

attention and practices of care more deeply in Chapter Two.

Having described the labour that goes into holding spaces and ensuring the smooth
running of a public programme event, | also portrayed what it might mean for things
to ‘go wrong’ when expectations of ‘curative intervention’ (Kafer 2013) are
overturned. In a sense, this vague sounding notion is oddly specific, in that we know
it when we see it, or more accurately, feel it. But as Mufioz notes, referring to J. L.
Austin’s theory of performative speech acts, ‘going wrong’ is not necessarily
antithetical to ‘going right’: ‘failure or infelicity [...] is built into the speech act [...] even
though we know in advance that felicity of language falters, it is nonetheless
essential’ (Mufioz 2009 pp.8-9). Could the faltering of Collapsing Lecture, the
glitches, mistakes and the failed attempts to communicate and care all be part of the
process of publicness? That we must go wrong to go right, is not only an
uncomfortable notion; | argue it is integral to each space created through the public
programme. But rather than accept it, | suggest we wrestle with this idea, and

therefore | return to it throughout the thesis.

In this first chapter | have been writing of ‘the public’ and ‘the institution’, as separate
but overlapping entities, describing some of the inbuilt expectations each has of the
other. However, | also align with Fraser’s refusal to speak of the institution as

separate from ourselves, because, as she asserts, it is ‘internalized, embodied, an