“Out of the Box”

Context

The 'Museum Box' collaboration coincided with my practice led research undertaken as part of PhD studies at Swansea Metropolitan University.  This research is concerned with developing an  arts practice as a constructive intervention in the context of landscape change and resilient community. So somewhat serendipitously, the Museum Box Project provided both a means of reflecting on the developing practice in a specific way, through the medium of a Museum Box with all the layers of significance that such an artefact holds,  and of putting the practice in the wider context of other artists' related practices. 

I say 'somewhat serendipitously' because, although the project has contributed to developing my practice in the PhD context, my input to the Museum Box collaboration was of necessity unstable, thats to say, developing a theoretical basis for the work was very much at a formative stage.  However, it is argued that this is part and parcel of research which is led by an 'emergent' practice, where the dialogue between practice and theory is the approach taken. Graham Sullivan (2010) and Henk Borgdorff (2006) and many others discuss this issue which is central to the often contested ground of arts research.  A/r/tography provides one framework for such a research approach which, in Sullivan's words,  'seeks to integrate theory and practice by embedding art-making processes at the heart of inquiry' and 'A/r/tographers see this as a research space that creates new relationships among theories, ideas, forms, and contexts as assumptions about concepts, and categories that tend to fix meanings are brought into question.'
 Understanding this methodology became  increasingly important as the research developed; at the time though, I took my box, and like many artists, stepped into a new unknown.

Ideas of 'unknown' and 'known' were central to developing the Museum Box piece, in particular issues of collective knowledge, as symbolised by museums, in turn leading to  questions about how, in the context of landscape change, we might collectively acquire the knowledges required to make decisions that affect whole communities, how to resolve the tensions between expert and indigenous knowledge? In research undertaken in the field of organisational learning and knowledge production, Silvia Gherardi 
 sets out how the feminist critic of scientific knowledge, such as through situated knowledge theories (with ideas of ‘partial connections’, notions of relatedness, connectedness-in-action, and ‘partially connected’ knowledge),  'generates a concept of knowledges situated within a politics of subjectivity'. Ideas that link subjectivity, aesthetics and politics are what also drew me to Felix Guattari's writing, and particularly the ways in which he not only looks for ways of understanding individual and community subjectivity but also searches for ways of understanding them in the context of ecology; significant  in the context of sustainability and resilient communities: 


“Rather than adopt a reticent attitude with respect to the immense machinic 
revolution sweeping the planet (at the risk of destroying it) … or of clinging onto 
traditional systems of value … the movement 
of process, will endeavour to 
reconcile values and machines.” 

Guattari often uses the metaphore of machine as he does when writing with Gilles Deleuze
 to explain complex and difficult ideas.  The quote below provided a rational for my art practice as it coincided with the museum box project.


‘The diagrammatic or abstract machine does not function to represent, even 
something real, but rather constructs a real that is yet to come, a new type of 
reality’ 

My working understanding of Deleuze and Guattari view of  'art' is of a rupture  in 'dominant regimes and habitual formations'
, leading to new 'assemblages' realised from the experiences between 'territories' and also of a rupture in time, making possible the shaping of new futures – exactly the call from many ecologists and the sustainability community. 

Process

“Out of the Box” is a part of a process of reflecting on a community's aspirations regards a major landscape change project – the regeneration of the Cotswolds Canals around Stroud in Gloucestershire and about their local knowledge. A project, called 'The Weave',  aimed at collecting this narrative about the wider canal and river corridor was commissioned by the Local Strategic Partnership. Again, serendipitously, the history of the Stroud Valleys is punctuated by engineering innovation and the invention of a number of machines, one such,  the lawn mower, was a by product of the local, water driven, textile industry. Such stories are well rehearsed in the Museum in the park. 

The Weave involved walking with numerous local people and representatives of groups to develop a community narrative and sense of place along the route of the canal and River Frome. 

This led to designing, making and using a “drawing machine” to capture an assemblage of people's sense of place. 

“The Weave” symposium was organised with colleagues to feedback and reflect upon the findings of the walks. 

The drawing machine included a mounted camera enabling the drawing to be photographed every twenty paces or so. This provided still images to be later incorporated into a stop frame animation. Sound recordings were also made of the walks and conversations and added to the animation, a community narrative. 

The animation was been put on the Stroud Town Council website www.stroudtown.gov.uk  where it invited people to walk with the artist to add to the sense of place.  

Conversations


“The most threatened habitats for the Stroud Valleys are the grasslands and 
woodlands and its essential to maintain the grazing we have in order to manage the 
grasslands as semi natural in character and the woodlands could link in with this as 
the crests of the valleys are capped by trees... a range of species need the 
woodland grassland edges.”


Mark Connelly and Simon Smith


“Schools should be using what's around them in the curriculum as this sets a 
context for children.  Just walking along the canal covers so many subject areas. It 
helps children look closely, observe and begin to think. The canal is one big 
classroom for all ages and families.”

Jan Thomas and Lois Francis


“Stroud has a history of innovation and enterprise – can the canal restoration 
rekindle some of this, making Stroud a model of sustainable living for the post 
industrial, low carbon enterprise ...”

Mike Jones


“We have a good story – the site where the first lawn mower was built for example , 
the bridges across the canal are important parts of the routes linking the valley 
bottoms and tops, they are valuable and attractive sites and routes and are one of 
the joys of walking around here, They are also ancient routes with many historic 
connections to interpret.” 



Ian Mackintosh


“Living just over there the relationship the house has with the landscape and local 
history is quite a strong story and the road system just seems to cut right through 
former relationships with the land, with the railway with the canal  - the road system 
seems to be taking  over the landscape and people are being forgotten rather than 
being re-connected with the canal and its historical context with the town.”









Rachel Lyons


“People have attachment to their history of a place, they have a sense of them, 
maybe a memory of a walk through the wood as school children and they don't want 
that built on or closed off because its a part of them. If you lose that, you lose part of 
who you are.”




Andy Read

Out of The Box

One 'assemblage', to coin Deleuze and Guattari's term, of the knowledge that had been gathered became the animation referred to above. Another was the Museum Box. By turning the box itself into 'an art machine', the piece became a reflection on the walking, drawing and photography practice described; raising particular questions about the relationship between static, 'framed understanding' and ongoing, new learning, new 

indigenous knowledge made outside of the establishment, made out of the box. Out of the box and into new unknowns. 
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