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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 PROJECT BACKGROUND

1.1.1 The partnership

Revealing Histories, Remembering Slavery (RH) was a collaborative project involving

10 cultural organisations in Greater Manchester that sought to explore the history,

impact and legacy of the transatlantic slave trade in the collections and histories of the

area's cultural institutions and communities.

The partners:

• Bolton Museum

• Gallery Oldham

• Manchester Art Gallery

• Museum of Science and Industry

• People’s History Museum

• Rochdale Heritage Services

• The Manchester Museum

• Whitworth Art Gallery

• Arts About Manchester

• Renaissance NW

1.1.2 History of activity

The Revealing Histories project was initiated by the Connecting Our Histories group of

heritage professionals who were interesting in improving and developing community

engagement practice in their institutions. This group, formed in 2002, also included

advisory members such as SuAndi from Black Arts Alliance and researcher Dominique

Tessier. It recognised that one way to engage people of African, Caribbean and Asian

heritage was with relevant interpretations of collections, and that research into the

collections was critical to uncover these relevant narratives and objects, some of which

were previously unknown or unused by the museums.

1.1.3 Early aspirations

Commonly understood at the outset were these aspirations:

a) Deconstructing the western paradigm

Narratives were to include voices not usually represented in the museum: black,

Asian and other non-western perspectives.
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The history of slavery and the transatlantic slave trade was part of black history

and also an integral part of British history.

b) Museum as research subject

The histories of the institutions were recognised as forming an integral part of

the story: how did the objects arrive in the collections, who were the key

players, how were the institutions financed etc.

c) Connecting our histories

Revealing the thematic links between the partner museums, the objects, the

places and the people of Greater Manchester would help people gain a deeper

appreciation of the interconnections between them all.

1.1.4 Collections research

The project received a £10,000 grant from the Museum Development Fund from

Museums Libraries Archives Council North West (MLA NW) in 2005 to research the

collections for connections with the slave trade. Other partners involved at this time

included Stockport Heritage Services, Salford Museum and Art Gallery and Imperial

War Museum North.

The project employed a researcher, Emma Poulter, who was a PhD student at

Manchester University. She also coordinated the work of 7 volunteer MA students from

Manchester University’s Centre for Museology and The Oldham College.

The findings presented in the ensuing research report formed the basis for the

development of a public programme of activity that ran from March 07 to April 08.

1.1.5 Public programme

There were 4 strands of activity in the public programme funded by Heritage Lottery

Fund (HLF), Renaissance NW and MLA NW.

In Conversation With

Community consultation

Talks, seminars

Object handling (outreach and inreach)

In My View

Development of personal narratives

Creative writing, poetry, and other artistic responses

New interpretations of museum objects and displays

Educational resources

In My Film

Filmmaking by young people from contemporary perspective using objects as

inspiration

Public and online screenings

In the Public Domain

Online slavery trail
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Marketing and branding

Website

1.1.6 Project aims & objectives

“The history of the slave trade is not just black history, but the story of a shared past

that shaped British society and impacts on the present. The links between the slave

trade and the port cities of Liverpool, Bristol and London are well known. Revealing

Histories demonstrates its impact on Greater Manchester for the first time1”

The overall aims of the project were:

a) To use the collections to engage new and existing audiences particularly young

people in the history of slavery, its impact and legacy in Gtr Manchester

through:

• Revealing ‘hidden’ histories (where the narrative significance has not

historically been recognised or understood by museums) or retelling

histories from different perspectives

• Creating new or personal narratives and interpretations

b) To improve museum practice in engaging with communities

More specifically, the project sought to:

a) Reach and engage target audiences

• Existing users

• New users

• Black/Asian users

• 11-25 yr

• Deprived areas

• Academics/students

b) Increase understanding of slavery/its impact and legacy in Gtr Manchester

c) Create an identifiable brand

d) Produce outputs (archive of new interpretations/narratives, online trail material,

films by young people and educational resources) as required by funding

commitments

e) Integrate learning into museum practice

1.1.7 Project criteria

The RH partnership agreed in Dec 06 that project activity should meet the following

criteria:

a) Activity is based on stories about objects in the collection that relate to slavery

and/or its impact in Gtr Manchester. This could include information about the

collector and the institution e.g. how the object came to be in the collection

                                        
1 Project summary document Jan 07
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b) Activity has contemporary relevance

c) Activity is in some way ‘co-produced’ by the public

d) Activity integrates academic research

e) Activity fits in to at least one of the 4 strands (In My View, In Conversation

With, In My Film, In the Public Domain)

f) Activity is delivered in collaboration with at least one other RH museum partner

g) Activity is aimed at the target audiences

h) Activity contributes towards creating content for the website by producing one

or more of the required outputs (see above)

1.1.8 Project management

Connecting Our Histories was a fairly loose and informal grouping of interested

museums professionals involved in education, outreach, audience development and

curatorial work.

The Revealing Histories research project was led initially by the members of the

Connecting Our Histories group, and later by a steering group of (mostly) curators

from the partner organisations. It was chaired first by Dinah Winch, Senior Curator at

Gallery Oldham, and later by Bernadette Lynch, then Deputy Director of The

Manchester Museum, who took over when Dinah went on maternity leave.

A pre-application to HLF was submitted in April 2005.

In January 06 the steering group employed a consultant coordinator, Katherine Hann,

to pull together the HLF application and co-ordinate initial public consultation. The lead

applicant was Renaissance NW through Manchester Art Gallery.

The HLF bid was submitted in June 06 with the understanding that it would be

considered in November 06. In the event this did not happen, and the application was

only considered in March 07. In the interim the steering group continued to meet,

chaired by Bernadette Lynch, and the individual museums started to plan their own

activity. In addition to the steering group, there were also subgroups set up to focus

on specific areas of work: marketing, website, schools, outreach and programming. An

interim project consultant and coordinator, Nadine Andrews, was employed from the

end of Nov 06 to May 07 to assist the group in clarifying terms of engagement of the

partners with the project, prepare for the launch and the rest of the public

programme, and to work on updating and revising the HLF application to ensure its

success.

After the positive HLF funding decision in March 07, a new management structure was

put in place with the aim of clarifying decision-making and accountability. This meant

some changes in representation on the steering group and the dissolution of some of

the subgroups, for example programming.

New elements were introduced into the structure: an advisory group with a

membership comprising directors and chief executives from each of the partner

organisations; and a delivery team made up of external staff employed to work

specifically on the project, led by project manager Frankie Mullen.
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Robin Holgate, Head of Interpretation and Learning at the Museum of Science and

Industry, took over as chair of the new steering group.

1.2 PROJECT EVALUTION

Evaluation of the project formally began in July 07, although there had been some

marketing research activity since the launch of the public programme in March 07.

An interim evaluation report was produced in January 2008.

1.2.1 Aims

The overall purpose is to assess the achievements of the project and to support the

partnership improve its practice and plan next steps strategically by identifying key

learning points and issues.

It also aims to contribute to wider national policy debates, for example around opening

up collections and community engagement.

There are 3 dimensions to the evaluation reporting:

The intention is for the evaluation reports to be used as starting points for focussed

discussion, decision-making and action planning.

1.2.2 Research topics

Based on information about the project aims and objectives, the main areas of

research were:

Using the collections

New narratives and interpretations

Public programmes, activities and outputs

Public participation

Engaging the public

Visitor/user profile

User experience (nature and quality of engagement, learning outcomes, other

outcomes)

Brand awareness

Learning

Partnership working

Advocacy

Internally focussed

learning for RH

partnership

Externally focussed learning for

museums and heritage sector,

funding bodies & policy makers
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Museum practice (collections research, community engagement and audience

development)

Marketing

Impact and outcomes for museums

Organisational learning

1.2.3 Methodology

The methodology involved:

• Analysing quantitative data to determine visitor demographic profile, brand

awareness, project outputs

• Analysing qualitative data to assess public participation, the quality of

experience and outcomes for visitors/users2, and the experience and outcomes

for the RH partners

• Assessing RH’s impact and effectiveness in achieving aims and objectives

Mechanisms for gathering evidence:

• Audience surveys administered at a sample of RH events across the year. 401

completed forms were analysed using SPSS.

• Observational visits to RH museums and events

• 29 in depth interviews with 38 key staff at RH partner organisations including 7

interviews with directors; and 6 interviews with RH delivery team members

• 7 in depth interviews with non-museum people (e.g. academics, artists, guest

curators, film makers) involved in developing RH activity

• 3 in depth interviews with 5 young people involved in the In My Film

programme in Manchester

• 1 group evaluation workshop of the development of the Myths About Race

exhibition at the Manchester Museum with 6 museum and 4 non-museum

people

• Analysis of 8 surveys completed by young people participating in the In

Conversation With event with Manchester Art Gallery and the Manchester

Museum

• Online survey completed by 22 staff from 6 museums

• Analysis of visitor feedback at museums (comments cards, filmed vox pops)

• Follow up interview by email with audience survey respondents. 4 responses

were analysed

• Analysis of website reports and web survey results

• Review of RH partnership and museum documentation

• Review of media coverage reports

                                        

2 Using the Generic Learning Outcomes framework endorsed by Museums Libraries and Archives Council

(MLA)
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To assist in the gathering of data, each partner was asked to appoint an internal

‘learning representative’ to act as the main point of contact for evaluation work.

The learning reps were encouraged to record their learning in diaries to keep track of

outcomes and consequences.

1.2.4 Reporting

An interim report was produced in January 2007 to support and inform the RH

partnership in preliminary decision-making and planning for future RH activity. The

findings were presented to the Manchester Museums Consortium group and the RH

steering group in Dec 07 and to the directors group in Jan 08.

An updated presentation was made to staff and directors from RH partner

organisations at ‘The Way Forward’ discussion event 23rd June 08.

Some of the findings and issues emerging from the research were presented at the

Museums Association conference on 6th October 08, at the ‘What has the Bicentenary

taught us’ seminar.

Final report structure

The research findings are presented in the next chapter of this report.

The third chapter presents key learning points that have emerged from the research.

Chapter 4 is a review of outcomes in relation to RH aims and objectives and offers a

summative conclusion about RH performance. As no actual specific targets have been

set, it is not possible to measure performance against a set benchmark.

This final chapter identifies crucial issues for the RH partnership to consider as it

moves forward with planning future action.
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2. FINDINGS

The findings are presented here by research topic. They are based on information

given in interviews, surveys and questionnaires, in meetings and in documents by

museum staff, visitors, participants, and members of the public involved in developing

or delivering the RH programme.

2.1 USING THE COLLECTIONS

2.1.1 New narratives and interpretations

Many objects and narratives that were previously unknown, unacknowledged or not

used by the museums have been uncovered as a result of research work into the

collections and related archives.

Curators selected aspects of these narratives and produced interpretations that formed

the basis of public programmes.

However, the collections research undertaken by students from Manchester University

and The Oldham College in preparation for the public programme was at times difficult

to do: there was not always sufficient support and interest from the museums.

The report of the findings of the collections research was not as well publicised and

disseminated as it could have been. The report’s purpose as a starting point for the

museums to build upon with more research was not fully exploited by all the partners.

The interconnections between the collections were not drawn out.

The partners recognise that the archiving of these new narratives, and their

integration into object documentation where appropriate is a vitally important element

of the project’s legacy. The RH website is the main collective repository for these

narratives. Its continued maintenance is therefore critical.

There were differences in the way that interpretations and narratives were developed

by the museums, which can be summarised as follows. Things are more challenging

towards the right hand side of the spectrum as control of meaning becomes

diminished:

Social history -

museum retains

control of narrative,

which is largely

academic

Narratives or

programme co-

produced with

public

Some public

narratives

sought but not

integrated into

display

Some public narratives

included in display,

museum retains control;

public consulted in

programme development
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Actual co-production although an aspiration for some, did not take place.

There were also differences in approach in relation to the early aspirations of the

project as described earlier in the Introduction. Some included voices not usually

represented in the museum (namely black, Asian and other non-western perspectives)

more than others did, and some explored the history of their own institution and the

Greater Manchester connections to transatlantic slavery in more depth.

2.1.2 Public programmes and outputs

Since the launch in March 07, the museums have been involved in an impressively

wide range of activity3:

• Re-displays of objects relating to the slave trade and its legacy

• Temporary or permanent trails linking objects together for visitors to follow.

Approximately 211 objects have been included in trails in 7 museums

• 15 temporary or permanent exhibitions or displays in 7 museums specific to the

topic (including 2 online interactives)

• 48 talks and tours by curators and guests (e.g. community historians,

academics, Blue Badge city guides) in all 8 museums

• 48 drama performances and workshops in 5 museums as live interpretations of

their collections

• 29 artist interpretations and poetry events in 5 museums

• 35 object handling sessions by 5 museums held in the building and 29 sessions

by 3 museums out in communities

• 3 African story telling sessions, 13 craft activities, and two ceremonies held to

commemorate ancestors

• 32 school/college workshops by 6 museums

• Production of Key Stage 3 teaching resource by 1 museum

• 64 decorated fabrics were produced by the public at Museum of Science and

Industry and around 1000 memory knots tied for the ‘door of no return’

installation at the Whitworth Art Gallery

Much of this activity is now featured on the RH website, making it the main long-term

public legacy of the project.

The website coordinator post was filled in July 07 and the educational resources

developer/consultant began work in January 08. Working closely together to develop

the website, it was redesigned and re-launched in June 08 and now offers a highly

interactive user-friendly and impressive resource.

                                        
3 These figures are based on information supplied by the museums
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In the interim there were some problems for museums that had designed events with

the assumption that the website would provide an immediate outlet for responses.

A major push to promote the website is now required in order for it to at last fulfil its

potential as a comprehensive resource on Greater Manchester and transatlantic

slavery.

2.2 ENGAGING THE PUBLIC

The public have encountered Revealing Histories across a spectrum of interaction from

the visitor glancing at a display as they pass by, to participants of workshops,

commissioned artists, and the deeply interested attender. Accordingly, the nature and

quality of their experiences varies widely.

Data from museums to date shows that there have been over half a million (674,863)

interactions with the project since its launch, with a further 6,537 specifically in

activities. The launch weekend of 24th and 25th March attracted 7,162 visits4.

This section describes the approach the museums took towards public engagement

and gives an insight into the types of people who engaged with Revealing Histories,

and the nature and quality of that engagement.

2.2.1 Public participation

Although the project was conceived as being a museum-led exploration of what the

collections can tell us about Greater Manchester’s involvement in the transatlantic

slave trade, the partnership also recognised early on that the topic of slavery and

slave trade has multiple perspectives from which the story can be told.

There was recognition that with such a highly emotive subject, dealing as it does with

issues of race, power and exploitation, it was important to offer opportunities for

people to be involved in the process of telling the stories.

Participation on the whole has been limited to consultation, taking part in interactive

activity sessions and giving written or filmed responses to the exhibitions, displays,

trails and events.

The issue of moving beyond mere consultation towards more meaningful involvement

has been an on-going concern for some of the partners. As noted earlier, actual co-

production although an aspiration of some in the RH partnership, did not take place.

                                        
4 These figures relate to the number of visits not the number of visitors: it is not possible to quantify

exactly how many people have interacted with the project as some will have attended more than one

event.
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Consultation

The RH project first began involving the public in the months leading up to the

submission of the HLF bid in June 06. Consultation sessions were held with a number

of community groups, local history societies and interfaith groups that helped shape

the proposals for the public programme.

Some of the museums continued to consult local communities at later stages in the

project.

Invitation to get involved

The launch in March 07 was used to invite the public to get involved with the project in

various ways:

• Talks, discussions and debates

• Volunteering with events

• Events for school parties

• Interpreting the collections, telling your own stories

• Making films with young people

The launch brochure and the website contained forms for people to complete and

return to RH by freepost. The project received responses from 120 people, with

interest expressed across all the options. This very positive result was later

undermined by delays in contacting people back. This was largely due to uncertainties

in project management: it took several months for project posts to be filled.

Volunteers and ambassadors

There was some progress made: towards the end of 2007 there were 140 people

signed up as volunteers on the database who were invited to attend a training day at

the Whitworth Art Gallery in November 2007. Those who attended were then invited to

a facilitated visit to the International Slavery Museum in Liverpool. In total, the project

worked with 18 volunteers who were mainly active in supporting the In Conversation

With events in Feb 08 at Whitworth Art Gallery, The Manchester Museum and Bolton

museum. Two volunteers also helped at the RH stand at the national Black Heritage

Fair in Birmingham in December 07.

With the volunteer activity concentrated towards the end of the year-long programme,

the volunteer involvement in the project has been fairly minimal and less than

originally envisaged.

25 people signed up to work as ambassadors with Arts About Manchester from

December 07. The aim was to train them as city tour guides so they could talk about

Greater Manchester’s connection to slavery to other people. However, the ambassador

campaign didn’t in the end materalise. It seems that due to the complexity and

breadth of the subject and the fact that the volunteers were mostly very ‘early stage’

in terms of their understanding and knowledge in this area, they did not progress to

become ambassadors as they felt they needed more time and in-depth relationships

with the partnership organizations to be confident enough to undertake this role. 

There is an intention to develop their interest and knowledge further through

continued involvement with the legacy website.
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Academics and artists

The definition of public is broader than visitors or service users: academics and artists

are types of public who have also participated in the project.

To support the collections research activity an academic advisory board was

established comprising leading subject specialist historians from universities and

colleges across the country. 15 academics attended a meeting in April 06, with one

continuing his involvement to the end. In addition to this many of the museums have

used their own contacts and networks to benefit from specialist academic support and

knowledge on specific topics.

Almost all the partner museums have invited artists, poets and actors to re-interpret

the collections. Evidence from audience surveys shows that these interventions have

been very well received by visitors.

Participation by young people

In addition to family-oriented and formal learning activity, the RH programme involved

young people in the writing and production of two firms through a partner organization

REELmcr. The In Conversation With strand included work with a group of young poets

who were invited to make creative responses to the RH exhibitions and other museum

interventions.

Visitor responses

All the museums provided mechanisms for visitors or participants to respond, mainly

with comments cards, books and walls. Since August 07 several of the events have

been filmed and there have been some opportunities for people to respond to camera.

Some of this footage has subsequently been uploaded to the RH website and to

YouTube, but it is not at all certain that all this footage has the appropriate clearance

and that the people featured in this footage have agreed for it to be used in this way.

2.2.2 Participant experience

Interviews with some of the non-museum adults (e.g. community historians, artists,

poets, activists) who worked with the museums in developing and/or presenting the

public programme reveal that although on the whole it was a positive experience,

there was some dissatisfaction with the process.

Some felt that they could have given much more to give to the project, but they were

not asked. When they did offer suggestions these were not always heard in an open

way by the museums. Their perception was that the museums had preconceived ideas

of how it would work and there was little flexibility.

There was an absence of a consistent policy on payment for consultees and guest

artists across the partnership.

The issue of control was ever-present, especially for those with African or Caribbean

ancestry. As one complained:
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“We’re telling our stories: they’re controlling how they’re told”

Indeed there is evidence that suggests that participants, particularly those with African

or Caribbean ancestry, did not generally distinguish between the product and the

process in the way that they made meaning from their participation: how the museum

dealt with both their participation and the topic of slavery was just as important as

what they were saying about it. The themes of power, control and exploitation

inherent in each made them inextricably interlinked.

This way of sense making is at odds with the commonly held stance of objectivity that

museums often attempt to adopt, where they believe it possible and desirable to

separate the processes of the museums or individual member of staff from the

delivered output. Inevitably, this cultural clash led to some participants experiencing

outcomes quite different to those intended by the museums who had not taken this

way of interpreting experience into account.

One project partner was very positive about the relationship during the process but

was ultimately left feeling disappointed and frustrated at what appeared to be a ‘box-

ticking’ exercise. The presentation of the final product had been taken out of their

hands and delivered to a much lower quality than it could have been. They felt their

expertise had been dismissed in a patronising way.

There was also a feeling that museums did not fully appreciate or understand the

importance of the spiritual dimension of work around the topic of slavery, for example

in honouring the ancestors with ceremonies.

Young participants

Participants from a young people’s poetry group were involved in the In Conversation

With object handling event with the Manchester Museum and Manchester Art Gallery.

All 8 respondents to a survey had visited a museum in Manchester prior to their

involvement with RH. 5 felt their perception of museums had not been changed as a

result of participating in RH, and 2 were not sure. In response to the question ‘what

would you tell your best friend to encourage or discourage them to take part in RH?’

most comments related to the importance of learning from history and suggestions for

making it relevant:

You can learn so much from your history. They could learn something that they didn’t

already know

Any questions asked will be answered truthly [sic] and you will take away good and

interesting information

Museums need to know there is a young market for exhibitions. I would tell them [the

best friends] to approach it personally and try not to feel distant from history, there is

always a link

Link it in to modern places we know today

All said they were as likely to visit a museum in future as they had been before the

project.

These responses differ slightly from those given by young people involved in producing

a film with Reel Manchester as part of the In My Film strand. The majority of the 5

interviewed said they hadn’t visited a museum before and their perceptions had

shifted to a slightly more favorable position of museums as interesting and enjoyable
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rather then boring and unwelcoming to young people. A couple said they now felt

more comfortable to visit again in future because of their experience of the film

project. Another said:

Museums are like a park you can hang out there. It’s quiet and relaxing. While you

relax, you learn. You can learn things. If you’re studying history it can help you.

Museums are like practical learning, it’s a visual thing. Classrooms can be boring

2.2.3 Visitor experience

Recommendation as indicator of value

As an indicator of quality of experience, visitors were asked if they would recommend

the event to friends or family. Just over half (59%) chose to answer this question, and

of those 98% said they would recommend it. This figure is very high, but given the low

response rate it does not necessarily indicate overall high satisfaction as those not

answering may have done so because they did not want to say they would not

recommend it.

Learning outcomes

60% of respondents experienced some sort of learning. Using the generic learning

outcomes, it breaks down as shown in the graph below.

The aspiration of RH to increase people’s knowledge of the subject matter is clearly

being achieved: at 54% the majority of respondents learning is specifically in this area

(and that is not including the 20% who cited various types of learning, so the actual

figure is much higher)

Figure 1. Learning Outcomes

Behaviour

2%

Skills

1%

Various

17%

No details

5%

Enjoyment

4%
Knowledge

54%

Attitudes

17%

Responses from audiences

Comments given in the audience surveys cover a wide range of subjects. The following

list is a representative sample of the type of responses received.
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The museum as an institution

How is white supremacy manifesting in this museum's current strategy?

Following the debate i have been made more aware of the issues and difficulties

museums must have in trying to give a balanced portrayal in exhibitions

I have begun to question the concept of museums, to consider the agenda. The

speakers clearly knew their stuff and was great to hear their views to take with me

when I now view the pieces in the gallery

Its made me question the connection between the gallery + the African community. It

was an important event. The artists put on a great show! I would like to see events that

encourage the celebrations of African achievements

Objects and displays

Tenuous links to slavery in trail leaflet

Very limited exhibition in participating museums/galleries

Exhibition interesting but a little limited

There was hardly anything. I expected a big exhibition mot just a few things stuffed in a

corner. This does not teach anyone black or white about slavery. About what happened

how it got abolished or anything. A few things in a corner is an insult to all my ancestors

who suffered

Is this all there is to your (RH) exhibition?

It’s fascinating to think of them as company records for investors, wish I could see more

of the detail

I’ve never really thought about where the money comes from for these watercolours

Activities & events

Awesome, need more events like this with more publicity

Extremely interesting idea [but] couldn't hear poetry - perform in enclosed space in

future

Have taken advantage of being involved in this project, have felt heard thankyou

Good fun and helps to understand it easier

Enjoyable, worthwhile family activity. Initially daunting, glad we took part

Interesting to hear opinions & theories but what was actual conclusion-what am i to

take from this?

Love living history interpretation excellently put together

Would have been more enjoyable if a chair had been available instead of a windowsill to

sit on

More research + indepth arguments of both sides

One of best museum events seen in a long time

Things like this make museum visits more worthwhile and fun

Touched my soul

Very interesting, nice to hear spoken word poetry dealing with deep issues

Was interesting but not sure I understand the point of the exhibition – don’t feel it’s

changed my views
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Will be bringing my daughter here regularly now

The involvement of the audience made an episode in history so immediate, real and

powerful

RH project as a whole

Can notes from this event be sent to sector - i worry that event was speaking to the

converted

More focus on black heros

Would have liked to see more about slavery in other countries

I would like to suggest to take these kind of shows to various schools across Manchester

Am pleased that Manchester’s involvement in the slave trade has been acknowledged

here

Well done for creating more Awareness may god bless you and keep you safe and

strong in this message

Wider topic of race and power

Confirmed what i knew and felt about slavery already

How do I communicate with my children about slavery?

It just shows you that paintings can lie and I never thought about that before

It looks such a peaceful picture its hard to image what misery really went on it makes

you question other paintings of the time

Really looks like paradise...as though the slaves are on holiday...the woman are relaxing

and the man is just looking out to sea.. Not a care in the world

Remembering Slavery? Its alive and well and living in Africa, India and Eastern Europe.

Why no mention of this?

We always need to be thinking of new ways of talking about + sharing our history

I want to be more aware of injustices and stand against them

I have learnt that it doesn’t matter what you look like its what on the inside that counts

Now aware of misrepresentation of history

Opened my mind to use of art to influence a wide political audience through cartoons.

I’ve never drawn a cartoon before in my life – I would never have taken the time to sit

down and express ideas in this way – great!

Very insightful, I have opened my eyes to how black people have contributed to the

history of Manchester

I have realized just how much influence the slave trade had on everyday society

2.2.4 User profile

Audience surveys have been administered at events across all the partner museums,

with a total of 401 completed forms analysed.

The results of data analysis discussed below refer to the Revealing Histories project as

a whole. Where the performance of individual museums differs significantly from the

overall results, this has been noted. The number of respondents per museum varied
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widely, for example with only 2 for Rochdale and 131 for The Manchester Museum. It

is therefore not meaningful to make a full comparison of each museum’s performance.

Where data exists, the results have been compared with benchmark figures from NW

Hub Greater Manchester data: visitor research 2004-065 and survey data for 2006-

076.

The figures below should only be taken as indicative of the user profile.

New users

Data analysis to date reveals that at 54.5% just over half of all respondents were

either first time attenders or ‘true new users7’ to the museum they were visiting.

This is comparable to the average of 52.6% for the Greater Manchester NW Hub

museums. There was considerable variation between the museums: 76% of

respondents at Museum of Science and Industry were first time attenders compared to

36% at Gallery Oldham.

A slightly higher proportion of non-white respondents (61%) were new users than

white respondents (51%). Around a third of all respondents who were new users were

also non-white. This matches the overall ethnic profile of respondents (see section on

Black and Asian users below).

Figure 2. New users
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Young people

Young people are a specific target group: 15% of respondents were 16-24 years old.

This is lower than the NW Hub average of 21.8%. Whitworth Art Gallery attracted

comparatively higher percentages of this age group: 35%, which probably reflects its

student market.

Of the respondents in the 16-24 age group, 23% found out about the event whilst

they were passing by or already in the building.

There were also 32 facilitated workshops with children and young people through

school and college visits. Young people were also involved in the In My Film and In

Conversation With strands of activity.

                                        
5 From the NW Hub Visitor Research 2004-06 report
6 From Arts About Manchester analysis of 2006-07 attendances
7 Defined as someone who has not attended in the previous 12 months
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Figure 3. Young people
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Ethnic background of users

Almost a third of respondents stated their ethnic background as other than ‘white’. At

29.8% this is considerably higher than the NW Hub average of 10.6%. It is also higher

than the population percentages for Greater Manchester (9%) and for Manchester

(19%)8.

There is some variation between the venues. Manchester Art Gallery for example

attracted high numbers of Black, Asian and mixed heritage people to their events:

50% of respondents, compared to 13% of Museum of Science and Industry

respondents.

Figure 4. Ethnic background
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Areas of multiple deprivation

Of the 401 respondents, 249 provided full and matched postcodes. Arts About

Manchester analysed the origin of these respondents by postcode matched with census

wards showing levels of deprivation9 and super output area profiles.

Results show that RH has succeeded in attracting proportionately more from areas of

multiple deprivation than museums do generally: data from the NW Hub gives a figure

                                        
8 Based on 2001 Census data
9 English Indices of Deprivation 2004 (revised)
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of 16% for attendances from areas of high deprivation10, whereas 24% of RH

respondents who provided full and matched postcodes came from these areas. 4% of

these were from areas of highest deprivation. For a comparison outside the museums

sector: the Manchester International Festival achieved 6.7% from areas of multiple

deprivation.

Although some caution should be taken when using these results (due to differences in

sample size for each venue), the findings suggest variation between the museums as

shown in the graph below. Manchester Museum succeeded in attracting 9% of

respondents from highest deprivation, and People’s History Museum attracted 50%

from areas of above average deprivation.

Figure 5. Areas of multiple deprivation
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Visitor reach and origin

Across the RH venues as a whole, just over half of respondents came from within a 20

minutes drivetime. The proportion of visitors to outlying venues was much higher than

for city venues, consequently the average drivetime is much lower than would

normally be expected. RH attracted more local people than museums would typically

expect. 77% were from within Greater Manchester, 11% from elsewhere in the NW,

and 12% from the rest of the UK and international.

ACORN profiles

Arts About Manchester used ACORN profiles11 to gain further insight into the types of

people attending RH events.

The respondent profiles were compared with a profile that could be expected from a

representative sample of the GB population and also with profiles of local museum

attenders12, with notable differences.

                                        
10 From 2006-07 attendances at Greater Manchester hub venues only
11 ACORN is a leading geo-demographic classification used to identify and understand the UK population

and the demand for products and services



Nadine Andrews 14/10/08 23

As can be seen in the chart below, there was a significantly lower proportion of

Wealthy Achievers and a higher proportion of Moderate Means and Hard Pressed than

would normally be expected of visitors to museums in the region.

Figure 6. ACORN groups (1)
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Each of these categories can be subdivided into more specific groups. Further analysis

of these subgroups indicates that RH attracted a notably higher proportion of people

from ACORN groups Asian Communities, Struggling Families and High Rise Hardship to

the venues than they would normally; and a lower proportion of Affluent Greys,

Prosperous Professionals, Secure Families and also Inner City Adversity – the only

subgroup from the Moderate Means and Hard Pressed categories to be

underrepresented in the study. The results are shown in the chart below. The full

audience analysis report by Arts About Manchester is available as a supplementary

document to this report.

                                                                                                                                       
12 Profiles obtained from NW Hub survey data 2006/07
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Figure 7. ACORN groups (2)
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2.2.5 Marketing

Collaborative marketing activity employed to engage the public and attract audiences

included:

• RH website

• 16 pop-up banners for the RH museums

• 100 T-shirts for staff and volunteers

• 10,000 pencils

• 20,000 bookmarks

• 40,000 brochures + 1000 A3 posters for launch in March 07

• 40,000 brochures + 1000 A3 posters for August 07 events

• E-promotions to 14,000 people

• PR campaign for the March 07 launch

• Trailer advert featuring Pete Postlethwaite screened on the Big Screen in

Exchange Square Manchester and on screens in the Arndale centre in Nov 07

• E-promotions for the In Conversation With event at Gallery Oldham

The PR campaign for the March 07 launch generated a considerable amount of media

coverage in local, regional and national press and radio, and on the internet.

The RH brand presence in the museums was strong during the launch weekend with

banners on display and staff wearing T-shirts, but since then was inconsistent with

some museums giving the project a stronger and more prominent visible presence

than others.

The sporadic nature of the programme meant that the momentum and focus built up

by the March 07 launch was not built upon as well as it could have with the result that

later events did not have the same public profile or impact.

There were many comments given in the audience surveys along the lines of “this

could have been better publicised”. My experience of evaluating other festivals and

events is that this type of response occurs quite often in audience surveys. Sometimes

the complaint is valid, other times it is more to do with differences between the

expectations of the visitor and the reality of the resources available to the project.

Analysis of audience surveys shows that people found out about RH events in a variety

of ways as is shown in the first chart below. In the second chart, data from first time

attenders and 16-24 year olds is included, as well as data from individual museums

where there is significant deviation from the RH average.

On the whole, a higher proportion of respondents found out about events when they

were passing by or already in the building (21%). Word of mouth (18%),

flyers/brochures (15%), and the Arts About Manchester e-broadcast Artlist (11%) are

the other main communication channels.
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Figure 8. Marketing (1)
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Previous audience research13 indicates that word of mouth is usually the main method

of finding out about arts events, particularly culturally diverse events. For example,

the Commonwealth Games cultural programme Cultureshock attracted 46% of its

audience via word of mouth14. Manchester Art Gallery respondents were more likely

than the RH average to find out via this route, at 36%.

First time attenders were slightly more likely than average to find out by passing by or

in the building already, and by word of mouth and internet. 16-24 year olds were more

likely to find out by Artslist and less likely by newspaper than the average RH

respondent.

MoSI had a comparatively very high percentage of respondents passing by or in the

building already (61%). Direct mail was a more successful marketing tool with Gallery

Oldham respondents than the average (possibly as a result of specific marketing

activity to promote the In Conversation With event at Gallery Oldham). Bolton

museum respondents cited TV/radio and newspapers more frequently than the

average, most likely as a result of local PR campaigns. People’s History Museum had a

much higher than average percentage finding out via the internet (18%).

                                        
13 Arts About Manchester audience survey analysis
14 Cultureshock final evaluation report 2002, Nadine Andrews
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Figure 9. Marketing (2)
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2.2.6 Brand awareness

The audience survey results show that 47% of respondents were aware of RH prior to

attending the event. This suggests reasonable brand awareness at the time of making

their visit. Some venues attracted higher proportions of visitors with prior awareness,

such as Gallery Oldham at 64% compared with MoSI at 20%.

Slightly more Black and mixed heritage respondents (54%) were aware of RH before

their visit than white respondents (48%).

Follow up research with 4 audience survey respondents suggests that although most

couldn’t remember seeing the RH logo (the event they attended may have been as

much as 12 months previous to the research), the meaning they ascribed to the term

‘Revealing Histories’ aligns with the aims of the project.

Revealing Histories means to me:

Explaining history and showing why events happened

Educating people about what has happened to our country and other countries by

experience rather than books

Giving us an insight in people's lives, little known stories .... 

Discovering things we don't know yet - Seeing historical events from a different angle

2.2.7 Revealing Histories website

In addition to providing information about art and artefacts from the partner museums

that are linked to Greater Manchester’s connection to the transatlantic slave trade, the

re-launched website also offers a comprehensive range of broader material about the

transatlantic slave trade and its lasting legacy.

This information together with the user-friendly interface can help users understand

the wider context that the public programme of Revealing Histories sits within, in a

way that was not possible in the physical space of the museums.

It seeks to encourage and stimulate dialogue and discussion through the inclusion of

video footage of events that took place as part of RH. It poses various topical

questions such as ‘did slaves build Manchester?’ and invites the user to interact by

uploading their responses.

The educational resources developed as part of the RH programme of work are still to

be uploaded to the site.

With all this material, the website is a very valuable resource that has the potential to

be a key research tool for people interested in the topic of transatlantic slavery. To

fulfil this potential it would need substantial promotion, especially to target markets

such as local schools. At the time of writing this report it is uncertain how this will be

achieved.

Between March and October 2007, 3,248 people visited the site making a total of

4,418 visits from 62 countries from all over the world. 86% of visits come from the

UK.
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2.3 OUTCOMES FOR MUSEUMS

Museum interviewees and respondents to an online survey cited a range of intended

and unintended, positive and less positive outcomes. The degree to which outcomes

perceived as positive can be sustained over time is discussed in the following section

on legacy below and in the final concluding chapter.

a) Audiences

• New and more diverse audiences

b) Knowledge

• Increased staff knowledge of collections and the subjects of slavery and the

slave trade

• Sharing of experiences, knowledge, concerns and issues with colleagues and

counterparts in the RH partnership. Ideas from others in the partnership

helped some museums become more experimental, giving them the

confidence to do things they otherwise would not have attempted

c) Working practice

• New and strengthened relationships within and between museums, and with

other external partners

The nature of the project involved working with internal and external colleagues

in new ways as well as with a core team: not rocket science, but something

which probably isn't done as much as it could be. Also an opportunity to work

with an artist and go into the community with her, hopefully creating some

relationships which are sustainable for future museum programmes

A really interesting experience of collaborating with other institutions – hopefully

made us reflect on how we work, esp around internal communication

• One interviewee observed that RH exposed the true nature of museums’

relationships with their communities, and that people found this difficult. This

view was echoed by another interview subject:

“RH revealed we all need to be working harder in engaging communities. These

are RH aspirations that we didn’t do; they’re not bad aspirations to have”

• Testing of ideas, and new or different ways of working

[RH meant] physically using collections and making them available to visitors in

different contexts.  Making use of new and emerging technologies including Web

2.0, digital data matrix codes, as interpretive tools

The online survey completed by 22 members of staff from 6 of the museums gives

further details of the impact on working practices. The main areas of work where

differences in practice were noted, as cited by half of all respondents:
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• Interpreting objects and collections

• Engaging communities

• Developing audiences

• Working with other museums

• Working with other colleagues within your organisation

A smaller percentage also listed:

• Working with artists

• Working with the public

• Working with volunteers

• Researching collections

• Working with academics

d) Assumptions, attitudes and feelings

• Assumptions held by the organisation were exposed and challenged

Highlighting the challenges that come from bringing together genuinely

audience-focused work with the need to preserve and protect collections.

Although the institution supports the principle of access to collections, putting

theory into practice in a way that is meaningful to audiences has uncovered and

challenged many assumptions across the organisation, particularly around risk

management and authority of knowledge.   Also, dealing with a subject that, at

the start of the project, seemed to many to be far removed from the identity of

the gallery and its collections has been challenging. The topic of the transatlantic

slave trade raises difficult questions about the very identity and history of an

institution built on the transformation of the city's industrial and trade wealth

into art

• Some staff who were initially cynical or unconvinced about the concept of

revealing hidden histories of collections, or about working in partnership

have become more positive as a consequence of seeing the tangible

outcomes and outputs

it has… shown how some [previously held opinions] could be addressed given the

collective will and resources, so from that perspective a useful exercise - also

proving that partnership working was feasible and beneficial on several levels

and enhanced the experience of participants in all forms

e) Less positive outcomes

The project also had other less positive impacts: described by one interview subject as

“massively time consuming”, it stretched organisational resources right to the limit.

There were reports of feelings of anxiety about the high emotional nature of the

subject within museums that were actually conflated by the RH partnership. One

interviewee exclaimed, “Either it’s all to do with me or it’s nothing to do with me!”

There was also a fear expressed about ‘upsetting’ people higher up the organisation

with what may be perceived by them as political and controversial content.
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As discussed in an earlier section on the experience of participants, whilst RH attracted

new and more diverse audiences by its programme of activity, some may

subsequently have felt alienated by their experience of working with the museum.

2.4 PROJECT LEGACY

The main physical legacies of the project that have been realised to date are:

a) Archiving of new interpretations and narratives of specific objects into museum

collections management systems so that they are available for use in future

b) The RH website as a ‘9th venue’ public resource

It is still too early to say whether the outcomes listed in the previous section are

lasting. Other legacies that may yet materialise:

c) RH ways of working that are adopted for other projects or on-going practice

As a visitor service assistant my working practices may change significantly in

relation to the visitors that come into the gallery. The revealing histories project

definitely brought in new audiences, and as I'm sure you can imagine engaged

people in a much more emotional way than other exhibitions may have done.

therefore the discussions I had with visitors were often a lot more personal than

normal

I think the RH exhibition has been good in the way that it has brought to the

public's attention, a very topical and controversial subject displayed and

designed to initiate public debate, within a gallery/museum setting. I think the

Whitworth art gallery should definitely have more exhibitions that tackle issues

which some may view as taboo but are still within the public interest. Then it can

change the public's perception of what galleries/museums are all about

d) Building on research to further explore in more depth the topic of Gtr

Manchester’s involvement in slavery and the slave trade and its contemporary

relevance, to draw out the interconnections between institutions, collections,

histories. RH is generally recognised as having ‘barely scratched the surface’ of

the topic.

Approach to the collection and interpretation has changed and probably

becoming more robust, but whether the theme behind Revealing Histories is still

being explored proactively is debateable, some of the staff certainly are, but this

is not evident across the organisation

e) Developing and strengthening relationships built during the RH programme. For

example with organisations who delivered programmes of work such as In My

Film and In Conversation With or who contributed content for the website;

people who attended or participated in RH activity; and with colleagues and

counterparts in other museums
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f) Improvements to on-going museum practice in collections research,

interpretation, community engagement and audience development

It seems obvious now that legacy was not thought about sufficiently at the start of the

programme, particularly the allocation of resources and clarification of areas of

responsibility. Some aspects were not initially considered at all such as on-going

maintenance of the website or continuation of the topic of slavery beyond the lifespan

of the HLF bid.
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3. LEARNING POINTS

This section discusses important learning points that have emerged from the research

for the museums to take note of and use to inform and improve future practice.

3.1 ALTERNATIVE HISTORIES OF OBJECTS

An important learning outcome for museums is that Revealing Histories proved that

objects in museum collections have ‘hidden’ histories, that these can be uncovered

with dedicated research, and that these stories can successfully be used to engage the

public with heritage in museums. Although of course, as noted in the previous chapter,

this is no easy ride.

This finding may sound banal, but its value should not be underestimated: in the early

stages there was considerable uncertainty, doubt and some cynicism about RH, most

commonly about the relevance of collections to the topic of slavery. The collections

research undertaken by PhD and MA students was at times difficult to do for example

when there was insufficient support and interest from the museums.

There are some connected with the project who now seem reluctant to give RH credit

for this way of working, seeing it as ‘just good social history’. That they can now say

“we would have done this anyway” shows just how successful the project has been

because at the time, RH was a new way of working for the museums.

3.2 ADDED VALUE OF THE PROJECT

The project focussed attention on an important subject and helped Greater Manchester

deliver a public programme of activity for 2007, activity that would not have otherwise

happened to anywhere near the same extent.

The re-launched website is testimony to the sheer volume of knowledge and product

generated by RH over the course of the year. Most may now agree that the project

was overambitious in scale.

Certainly it was pretty complex; with 10 partners who had never worked together

before in this way, 4 strands of diverse activity over 12 months, internal and external

delivery staff, joint and solitary programmes of work, and changes in personnel and

management systems along the way it was always going to be a difficult for key staff

let alone other colleagues not directly working on RH to keep up to speed with all

developments.
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Perhaps it is only in retrospect with the new website that it is finally possible to see

connections between the museums and between all the various narratives, and to

understand the work in a broader global context that RH can really be understood.

But with its complexity and ambition, its achievements came at a cost. It was at times

a difficult and demanding project.

3.3 PARTNERSHIP WORKING

There are considerable challenges when a large group of institutions with different

business and leadership models, decision-making processes, resources and capacity

come together to work in partnership. In some ways it would have been easier for

individual museums to have gone it alone.

In these circumstances, RH managed to pull together an impressive programme of

events and interventions, its success driven by the energy, belief and enthusiasm of

key individuals.

The March 07 launch was generally perceived as very helpful in creating a focus and

pulling the group together and engendering a real sense of collaborative working.

However, there were aspects of the partnership model relating to communication,

decision-making, and equality that were identified by the members as problematic:

• Discontinuity of museum and project staff throughout the life of the project

made it more difficult to maintain clarity of purpose and objectives of the

project as a whole and of the individual partners. This inevitably led to

differences and occasional clashes in interpretation of the aims of RH

• The project funding model did not provide as much cash for example for

nurturing relationships with communities, as some of the partners had either

hoped or perhaps mistakenly expected who then found it more difficult to ‘sell’

the project internally. Partners’ expectations were not sufficiently discussed at

the outset or reviewed regularly

• Some partners with fewer resources and capacity were unable to perform to the

same degree as those with more resources but felt under pressure to do so: the

terms of engagement of the partners with the project were never fully discussed

or resolved. There was also a perceived lack of clarity about accountability and

responsibilities

• The autonomy that representatives had to make decisions varied widely

between the museums. Inevitably this led on occasion to situations where

decisions were delayed as members had to have further internal discussion and

seek permission

• The decision making process of the RH steering group was further influenced by

varying levels of commitment and buy-in of senior management within the

museums

• Although initially conceived as a partnership where all took equal responsibility,

there was a view that members haven’t always been prepared to ‘step up’ and
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take the lead on certain things. This meant that some proposals took a long

time to reach fruition or were never actioned at all

• In the absence of timely input from the partnership, the delivery team were at

times compelled to make decisions and take action to fulfil project objectives.

There were instances where some partners later complained about these

decisions

• The management structure was seen by some as having become unwieldy, or in

the words of one: “top heavy and hugely complicated… it is like a teetering

scaffolding structure with all these groups on top and at the bottom are people

trying to do interesting things with display cases”

RH started as a collaboration between individuals and lost some energy when it

became a collaboration between organisations.

The Touchstones Rochdale exhibition ‘The Fight to End Slavery’ was the 2007 North

West winner of The Black History Foundation’s Outstanding Contribution to Black

Heritage award. This is a tremendous achievement, especially given the opening of the

new International Slavery Museum in Liverpool in the same year. However, this

achievement has not been acknowledged, celebrated or promoted by the partners as

much as it could have been.

3.4 MUSEUM PRACTICE

3.4.1 Strategic approach to working

The programme of activity in most cases has been developed in circumstances of

limited integration into strategic planning such as business plans and audience

development plans. The late HLF funding decision contributed to this situation. Two

thirds of respondents to an online staff survey said that RH had only been partially

integrated into their work plans or their organisation’s business plan in 2007.

On the whole therefore, RH was peripheral to the core work of the museums and

additional to existing work plans, and impacted heavily on resources and workload.

Strategic and integrated working was not helped by:

• Disconnections between senior management and delivery staff,

• Lack of support internally for staff working on RH

• Perceptions by colleagues of RH as a peripheral ‘ethnic minority’ project or a

‘community engagement’ project without the same intellectual rigour as

curatorial work

There was a view that there was not a shared sense of ownership amongst all staff

about Revealing Histories, and so they were not especially motivated to promote it to

visitors.
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Marketing schedules were initially based on programming plans but as these changed,

programming and marketing schedules became out of sync, creating considerable

challenges for the partnership.

3.4.2 Interventions and public programmes

Preparation with staff, particularly Visitor Services, through briefing sessions, and

attendance at RH events at other venues proved to be effective in building confidence

to talk about the subject of slavery with visitors and deal with any issues that arose

during events. The staff briefing session held prior to the launch in March 07 was also

useful for bringing together a range of different staff from the partner museums.

Similarly, school groups that had been prepared by teachers on the subject of slavery

before visiting were able to benefit more from the visit than those whose knowledge

was more limited.

The museums generally started with their objects first and used the stories about the

objects to engage the public. Because of the type of collections held by the museums,

most of the narratives related to the transatlantic slave trade, the economic and social

impact of slavery for Greater Manchester, and British abolition. There was much less

on positive stories of black resistance, which was problematic for some visitors. More

use of the opposite technique of starting with stories and then finding objects to

illustrate them may have led to a different level or type of engagement with the public.

One museum found that it worked better to introduce the topic of slavery into arts

activities that visitors were already engaged in, rather than to start with talking

around objects.

One interviewee observed that staff were more conservative than visitors in

responding to new ways of interpreting and displaying objects; they had invented the

public as an obstacle saying, “our visitors won’t like it”. The interview subject

interpreted this as demonstrating a lack of confidence in innovative things.

The year long programme of sporadic activity made it difficult to maintain momentum

and profile both externally with public and media and internally within the

organisations. It may have been more effective if more museums had offered a

combination of larger scale higher impact exhibition with smaller scale on-going

interventions such as trails and events.

3.4.3 Community engagement

Limited resources and capacity, combined with the very late funding decision by HLF

hindered museums’ ability to work more closely with communities in advance of fixing

their public programme of activity.

Object Public

narratives

Museum

intervention
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The inconsistent and discontinuous communication with communities and visitors

meant relationships were not nurtured as well as they could have been had there been

more resources to commit to this work and greater clarity about the programme.

There is general acknowledgement within the partnership that community engagement

has been a particular weakness of the project.

3.4.4 Ownership and intellectual property

There appear to be inconsistencies in gathering permission from participants and

visitors for the use of recordings they feature in on the RH website and other

platforms.

Furthermore the RH partnership does not seem to have a policy about the

management of material produced by or with others, particularly in instances where

people feel psychological ownership because of the personal or emotional connection

they have to the material.

3.4.5 Objectivity and detachment

The museums did not anticipate or understand that with a highly emotive and political

topic like slavery with its undercurrents of power, control, exploitation and racism, that

people - particularly those of African and Caribbean ancestry - would make personal

connections between the topic and their own experience of the museum.

Even when dealing with the contemporary relevance and the legacy of slavery, or

indeed the historical role of their own institutions there was still a sense of detachment

and distancing from the product.

An example is the positive action traineeship that RH hosted for the year. The

traineeship itself is a legacy of slavery but few if any truly understood that it is

because of racism and discrimination that positive action as an intervention exists!

The danger is that without this appreciation of the interconnection between personal

and political, interventions designed to engage the public could result in a rather

different outcome of alienation.

3.5 REVEALING HISTORIES MARKETING

3.5.1 RH brand

RH has a strong and recognisable visual image that has been used in collaborative

marketing materials and by the partners in their own marketing and interpretative

materials.

It should be emphasised that there are considerable challenges to firstly creating a

new brand in such a short timescale and then maintaining its profile for a whole year

when activity is as sporadic as it has been. With this in mind, the media coverage and

public awareness of the project is a significant achievement.
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3.5.2 Promotion

There have been some missed opportunities to promote RH, which with more

coordination of marketing activity and strategic overview could have been exploited.

However, the short lead-in time for developing the brand and producing marketing

materials made this coordination more difficult to achieve.

It is very unfortunate that the website, the main public resource initially conceived as

a dynamic site with regular uploading of narratives and information, did not keep pace

with the project.

3.5.3 Public expectations

The marketing of the March 07 launch was successful in achieving very good media

coverage, however it may also had the unintentional outcome of raising expectations

of the public. There is substantial evidence of visitors who were disappointed with

what they perceived to be small displays, perhaps not realising that more activity was

happening at the same time in other museums or that there was more activity to be

experienced later in the year.

This mismatch in expectations was compounded by a general lack of awareness of

other Bicentenary activity happening in Greater Manchester at the time of the launch,

resulting in some members of the public looking to the museums to fulfil all their

needs and desires in relation to commemorating the bicentenary of the British

abolition of the slave trade or indeed in commemorating slavery as a whole. A

comment made in interview offers an explanation as to why it is so difficult to resolve

this mismatch between public focus on the broader topic and the RH museums’ focus

on an aspect of the story relating to the collections: it is the “power of the subject that

overcomes explanations of what we’re trying to do”.

3.5.4 Key messages

Whilst the general story of Greater Manchester’s connection to the slave trade has

been continually emphasised, the message of the collaborative nature of the

programme, although included in all museum materials, was not as strongly or clearly

communicated as it could have been.

In some museums, RH was pigeonholed internally as aimed at ethnic minority

audiences. This is contrary to the philosophy of the project, which emphasised this

was not only black history but also British history that white audiences should know

about.

There was a notable lack of an overarching narrative pulling together the whole

Greater Manchester story from the individual elements of each museum. This would

have helped the public appreciate the role each museum is playing in telling an aspect

of this bigger story, and may have helped manage the expectations held by the public.

The new website could fulfil this function, but as it comes only now at the end of the

project, there would need to be a considerable marketing campaign to drive traffic to

the site.

3.5.5 Terminology

There have been inconsistencies across the partnership in the use of terminology most

importantly ‘enslaved Africans’ and ‘African slaves’.
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The concept of ‘hidden’ histories is not without contention: it raises the question of

hidden to whom? A museum respondent suggested that to some people these histories

are not hidden, indeed they are well known, it is just the museums who are not aware

of them. This illustrates the issues of power and control of authorship that are present

in projects like this that involve narratives of oppression. However, whilst this critique

is valid in a general sense, it doesn’t address the point that RH largely uses the term

‘hidden histories’ with reference to specific stories related to individual objects. If

people outside the museum don’t know the objects exist, then the histories connected

to the objects will indeed be hidden from them.

There are also ambiguities in the meaning ascribed by different people to terms such

as engagement, participation, consultation and co-production, creating lots of potential

for miscommunication and misunderstanding.

3.6 INDIVIDUAL & ORGANISATIONAL LEARNING

Although there were evidently gains in social and intellectual capital as described

earlier in this section, the conversations and sharing of ideas and learning between RH

partners that was a feature of the earlier stages of the partnership lessened as the

project progressed to delivery of the public programme. Some of the subgroups that

had facilitated knowledge sharing were discontinued. However, as some noted in

interview, people could still be sharing information just by taking the initiative to pick

up the phone and talk to each other!

One interview subject emphasised that the forum provided by RH for meeting

counterparts in other museums should not be under-estimated as there are very few

other opportunities for such interaction.

It is possible that the sharing of learning between staff in some museums has been

limited because of the position and perception of RH as peripheral.

As RH has not on the whole been integrated into strategic plans, this also impedes the

embedding of learning into the organisation in a sustainable way.
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 4. CONCLUSION

This chapter provides a concluding assessment of how the Revealing Histories,

Remembering Slavery project has performed with regard to its stated aims and other

outcomes.

The research results also raise pertinent issues for consideration when planning future

action.

4.1 SUMMARY REVIEW

We can see from evidence gathered, that RH certainly achieved its overall aim of using

the collections to engage audiences in the history of slavery, its impact and legacy in

Gtr Manchester through revealing hidden histories or retelling histories from different

perspectives and/or creating new or personal narratives and interpretations.

The contemporary relevance of the project has largely been met by using the topic of

the slave trade to explain how Greater Manchester has become the place that it is

today. Racism as a legacy has been tackled by some of the partners, as have the

issues of fair trade and contemporary forms of slavery.

There has been a wide range of activities available to the public across the

partnership, informed by academic research. The programme has on the whole been

well received by visitors and participants. The outputs detailed in funding agreements

have been delivered, including the production of films with young people, archiving of

interpretations and narratives, educational resources and an online trail. Bolton

museum has produced a Key Stage 3 teaching resource. The Touchstones Rochdale

exhibition ‘The Fight to End Slavery’ was the 2007 North West winner of The Black

History Foundation’s Outstanding Contribution to Black Heritage award, a tremendous

achievement.

New and existing users have interacted in almost equal proportions with the project, at

almost 30% the numbers of users from Black Caribbean, African and Asian

backgrounds have been significant. Young people also engaged with the project. RH

also succeeded in attracting proportionately more visitors from areas of multiple

deprivation than the museums do generally.

From responses given in audience surveys, it is clear that the aim of increasing

understanding of Gtr Manchester’s involvement with the slave trade was also met. The

majority of learning experienced was in the realm of knowledge and understanding.

RH has a strong visual identity with the brand continuing to live on through the RH

website, which is a valuable public and academic resource. There is great potential to

further build on the brand and to increase its profile with the public.

Collaboration in reality happens between people not organisations. The personal

connections made between staff in the partner museums afforded by the project has
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been highly beneficial in idea and knowledge sharing and led to valuable gains in social

and intellectual capital.

However, with all these achievements there are also concerns.

Issues of power of control have dogged the process. Insufficient attention to power

dynamics and the interconnection between personal and political, and insufficient

respect for the knowledge and preferences of others have adversely affected the

quality of relationships with external partners and participants.

The aims of improving museum practice in engaging with communities, and of

integrating learning into museum practice are harder to assess. There is evidence of

learning but the degree to which it has been embedded into organisational policy and

practice remains to be demonstrated.

4.2 KEY ISSUES IN MOVING FORWARD

4.2.1 Sustainability

RH was largely an add-on to core work, and as an ambitious and complex project this

has taken its toll on the partners; the demands it placed on workload and resources

was considerable. Furthermore the project relied on the commitment and energy of

key individuals who did not always receive adequate internal support. Clearly this is

not a sustainable way of working.

Indeed the sustainability of any of the outcomes is not at all certain. There is a danger

that Revealing Histories becomes a historic project with little lasting legacy,

particularly if the museums move on to explore other themes without further reference

to transatlantic slavery or retreat back into the role of ‘informing’ the public rather

than inviting and offering multiple alterative perspectives, challenging as that

diminished control of meaning may be.

The degree to which the positive outcomes can be sustained over time is dependent

on a number of factors:

• Senior level commitment to recognising and consolidating achievements and

maximising legacies

• Embedding of personal learning into the organisation

• Coordinated follow-up with external partners

• Nurturing of relationships with partners, participants and visitors especially

those attending for the first time; and with colleagues and counterparts in other

museums

• Adequate and appropriate resourcing of RH website

• Continuation in researching, developing and programming Revealing Histories

related work on the theme of slavery
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4.2.2 Focus for further activity

• Facilitate interactions between curatorial, education, outreach, community

engagement and marketing staff to build confidence, generate new ideas, and

produce future activity in a more joined up or collaborative way to benefit

audiences

• Build on RH research and theme of slavery, with attention to the balance of

positive and negative stories

4.2.3 Management

Regardless of whether the museums continue to work in partnership in future phases

of Revealing Histories, there is clear benefit from:

• Senior level commitment

• Integration into strategic business plans

• Appropriate support and authority for key delivery staff

• Plan 2-3 years ahead, which may mean dedicating a space for an exhibition in

the knowledge that the exact content will only emerge nearer the time.

Otherwise will repeat same mistakes of programme as an add-on

• Awareness, sensitivity and attention to power dynamics and interconnections

between personal and political and the themes of the programme and the

process by which it is produced when working with external partners

If working in partnership or collaboration then:

• Establish clarity of roles and responsibilities taking into account differences in

capacity and resources, and reach clear agreement regarding allocation and use

of funds

• Create light touch management system that enables fast and flexible decision

making that can be maintained by partners with the least resources and

capacity and allows for partners to move at different speeds


