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Dublin AGM: A personal view
- Steve Thompson: Scunthorpe Museum

Well, wasn’t it a great meeting! At least, that’s how I felt about it. An excellent programme and a confer-
ence superbly run by Jo and Nigel and his team in Dublin. There were one or two things that I was a bit
bothered about before the meeting, because I wanted our first AGM to be a great success. The first was,
how many people would turn up. If only a few people had ended up going it would have been a big setback,
but in the event, with over a hundred people there, it was as big a draw as we have managed yet. Another
item was the annual dinner. Now this may seem like a minor issue, but actually, people remember these
things, either for better or for worse. Following the Manchester meal, there was talk of not having an annual
dinner at all. Fortunately, it went very well, and contributed to the overall success of the conference.

Having spoken to one or two other people, it also seems that we haven’t yet managed to get the balance
right between the conservation and curatorial sides of our group, and this was raised at the most recent com-
mittee meeting. Which is to say, we are aware of this, and we will continue to strive to represent the inter-
ests of conservation in the manner that we undertook to as part of the founding of NatSCA.

Of course, it was in Dublin, and I’m sure everybody had a good time out of the conference as well as in.
However, what really made it for me was the content of the programme, and sadly, you can’t always say
that about these things. For me personally, it was particularly interesting, as I took away a number of things
that have been influencing the way in which I, and possibly the rest of our team in North Lincolnshire, are
looking to develop the service here. But I hope that everyone will have listened and taken away lessons
from the things the speakers had to say.

Three talks in particular stood out for me, the first being Joe Cain’s, and the message he had for us right at
the end of his talk. That is to say, are we giving an unreasonable view of natural sciences to the people who
visit our museums? When we go to school we are told “this is the way it is, learn it”. As undergraduates, we
discover “this is the way it probably is, but, well, we’re not really all that sure”. If you go on to do post-
graduate work, it’s a case of “well we don’t know, it’s your job to go and find out”. In museums, we tend to
adopt the first attitude, spending more time on storytelling and less on encouraging exploration. I think we
should be encouraging people to ask more questions about the world around them, and get away from the
idea that we know all the answers.

The second talk was that of Eve Graves, and again there were questions being asked about our broadly
closed approach to how we use our collections in trying to interpret the natural world. Her students have
been taking objects and interpreting them, but coming at it from the other end. In other words, we usually
use objects to illustrate points we are trying to make. But if you start by simply asking questions about ob-
jects, you find that there is a great deal more to say. Our world is not split neatly into different topics, so
that, for example, a fossil or an animal bone may have geological, biological, archaeological, religious,
technological, decorative and symbolic significance, but we tend to pick up on just one aspect at any one
time and ignore the others. Wouldn’t it be so much more interesting, even exciting, to show more of these
aspects or, dare I say it, encourage our users to discover them for themselves.

The third talk that made me sit up was Peter Davis’s talk on eco-museums. The understanding I took away
from that was that an eco-museum, in so far as it has been defined at all, is where a community takes on
directly the role of preserving and making accessible the heritage of their own area, and does so in a holistic
fashion, cutting across the traditional museum disciplines, in a way that seems to me to reflect more the way
life really works. As Peter pointed out, we do not have any eco-museums in this country, but that does not
mean that we don’t do the things they do. Indeed, we do, but we tend to do them all in their own little com-
partments and, by the way, in so doing, split our users into little interest groups. As I sat there, it occurred to
me that this was very much the kind of way I had been visualising the way I thought my own home institu-
tion should be going, although I have still been thinking in terms of natural sciences. My thoughts were to
be getting more people directly involved, working much in the local communities, and drawing in the ar-
chaeology and social history aspects. But I am now looking at the idea, with my colleagues, of a more holis-
tic approach across all our disciplines, and developing a service that is more not simply community focus-
sed but community driven. Of course, we all know how hard that is to achieve.
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None of this is new, I know, and we have covered this ground in past events and museums studies students
are fed it on their courses. But there is a difference between knowing these things intellectually and seeing
them as a practical starting point for improving museum services. I left the conference with my head fairly
buzzing.

Of course, I could be completely wrong, or it may be that this approach will work better in a dispersed com-
munity like North Lincolnshire than in a predominantly urban environment, we shall have to wait and see.
But I do know that museums throughout the country are suffering a decline in usage, and this adds to the
already great pressures we face in our jobs. I felt that the things coming out in the conference offered ways
of making ourselves more relevant or attractive to people “out there”, and that perhaps the title, “Natural
History is Cultural History”, had a more practical significance than I had realised going in.

Museums Association Annual Exhibition 2004

Edinburgh International Conference Centre
FREE Entry
13-14 September

You are invited to join the leading lights of the museums, galleries and heritage
commercial sector at the Museums Association free annual exhibition. The
historic city of Edinburgh sets the scene for a show not to be missed.

Over 70 companies with a great range of products and services will be exhibiting
so there’ll be no shortage of ideas for you to take away with you at the end of the
day.

With companies and consultancies covering all disciplines in attendance there is
something for all museum, gallery and heritage professionals — archives, building
project management, collections management, conservation, consultants,
costume and models, display cases, environmental consultancy, graphic and
exhibition design, insurance, interactives and audiovisual, lighting, multimedia,
publishers, shop merchandise, shopfitting, storage, as well as related organisa-
tions and trade bodies, and many more.

And that’s not all, the free presentation programme has a wealth of invaluable
advice and cutting edge information for all. With lively speakers from top com-
panies taking the stage you’re sure to leave feeling inspired. And, for the first
time this year, we are running free lunch time lectures which will allow visitors
to hear some of the top speakers talking on the most important issues effecting
their industry today.

For all the latest details on the exhibition and presentation programme, and to
pre-register and save time at the centre, visit museumsassociation.org.

All enquiries regarding listings to:
Museums Association, Events Department,
24 Calvin Street, London E1 6NW
Tel: 020 7426 6940 Fax: 020 7426 6961
Email: zoe@museumsassociation.org
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