“Parallax View”: Extending Vocabularies – re-reading a museum porcelain collection and the contemporary performative ‘other’.1

Dr Andrew Livingstone

This paper focuses upon a two-year research project and exhibition of works by the artist at Tullie House Museum & Art Gallery, Carlisle, UK. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]This paper aims to explore the inherent power that collections hold in providing stimulus for reclaiming and re-articulating the historical. This location, where both the aesthetic and the narrative maintain a strong presence, creates a familiar connection whereby, re-interpretation has the capability to reposition these elements whilst integrating contemporary societal observations. Within collections the original piece acts as a trigger and also performs as a point of departure. The association to both the domestic and the museum landscape become explicit in this format but also an abstraction of ideas is supported by a connection to a familiarity with the authentic object (Livingstone, 2008). This connection to the complex reading of objects reveals various strategies that will be explored, with particular focus towards the notion of an extended vocabulary and its association to the performative ‘other’ and a development upon ‘the vernacular display’ an area that Michelle Henning[endnoteRef:1] (2006) has explored in terms of ‘the museum’s accumulation of ‘dead’ knowledge.2’  [1: 








 Michelle, Henning. (2006) Museums, Media and Cultural Theory. Open University Press. See section The Art of Ehibition,  ‘In the final section of this chapter we will begin to examine exhibition techniques which set out to counter the museum’s accumulation of ‘dead’ knowledge.’ P.60. ] 

Tullie House Museum holds many collections of objects and artefacts, but in particular it is keeper of The Robert Hardy Williamson Collection[endnoteRef:2], a bequest of over 800 pieces of 18th and 19th century English porcelain. It is this collection that proposed and initiated a two-year period of research and making, the culmination of which was a solo exhibition in spring 2010. 3,4,5 [2:  Robert Hardy Williamson was a wealthy industrialist who ran a successful ship building business in the North West of England. He started to collect porcelain after his marriage in 1908 and bequest the collection to Tullie House Museum in 1940. The collection represents British porcelain production at the height of the ceramics industry.] 

To encounter a collection of 800 pieces of historical porcelain is somewhat overwhelming but at the same time an intriguing proposition, and I know that I am not alone in this. Within art practice we are able to observe the increased activity of artists engaging with museum collections, more often than not, as an integral component of the individuals work. Prominent exemplars of this strategy include, Mark Dion, Grayson Perry and with a particular reference to ceramics, Edmund de Waal and his Arcanum exhibition of 2005 in Cardiff. This dualistic method of working perhaps owes its success to a formula that has benefits to artist and institution, as observed by James Putnam;
“Collaborations with museums can often lead to a new direction in artists’ work, but above all museums are significant to artists because they are, after all, the places that might host their works for prosperity. From the museums point of view, these projects help to shake off the ‘dusty’ image and give them an opportunity to take an objective look at their normal approaches to display and presentation.” (Putnam 2005: 19)6
Whilst a critical awareness of Putnam’s observation, which speaks of a collaborative perspective is evident, a reality pervades, where as an invited artist there is a requirement to respond to the collection as an individual. This notion is evidently part of the process and becomes most apparent when selecting from the vast number of pieces held within the collection. To give an example, as an artist, the broken and glued piece, hidden within the stores from public view provides stimulation[endnoteRef:3], yet to the collections keeper, this is not the most highly prized within the collection. This opposing view of the piece proffers an alternative perspective upon the object, an element further discussed by Putnam;    [3:  “Drawing frequently on reserve collections, artists tend to choose objects which may be of less significance in the eyes of the museum curator, and the groupings and juxtapositions that result are not restricted or regulated by historical conventions and ordering systems. In this situation the process of selection, arrangement, presentation and labelling becomes essentially an artist’s personal construction and concept using the museum’s collection as working material.” James Putnam (2001) Art and the Artifact; The Museum as Medium. London: Thames and Hudson. P.132.] 

“Artists selective criteria reveal the diversity of their individual interests, which help to break down the more formal standard classification system, and their frequent preoccupation with the self also works well in helping to deconstruct the impersonal nature of museum displays.” (Putnam 2001: 132)7
To begin to interpret a vast collection of objects, primarily there needs to be an approach, a criteria for investigation and research, otherwise the task ahead becomes too vast as a collection of this size will contain by its varied nature, multifarious elements of exploration. With this in mind I proffered the question, ‘What might it look like now?’
Eighteenth and Nineteenth century porcelain by its historical virtue can appear somewhat garish to the contemporary eye, but this of course depends upon the individuals taste for the ornamental. Whilst this may be an evident truth on a primae facie level, objects also contain complex systems that include both narratives and histories in terms of their function, structure and action.[endnoteRef:4]8 If we refer to Hodder’s analysis he propounds that meaning in objects is three-fold and can be navigated by an objects use value, symbolic meaning and historical meaning. These varied perspectives certainly furnish the artist with numerous perspectives to explore, as was certainly the case with my approach to the collection at Tullie House.  [4:  Ian, Hodder. The Contextual Analysis of Symbolic Meaning. “Meaning in objects is threefold. Objects have use value through their effect on the world: this is the significance, which they hold for a functionalist, materialistic or utilitarian perspective (these words are often used to convey similar ideas). Objects have structural or coded meanings, which they can communicate: this is their symbolic meaning. Finally, objects have meaningful interest through their past associations: this is their historical meaning. All objects are, always, working in all three of their ways.” Interpreting Objects & Collections. Pearce, Susan. M. (ed.) (1994) London: Routledge, p.12.] 

To begin to develop work for a show an initial period of research and ideas development is fundamental and rudimentary to the process, hence, the primary objective was to familiarise myself with the objects in the collection[endnoteRef:5].  [5:  Michelle, Henning. (2006) Museums, Media and Cultural Theory. Open University Press. See chapter Object, “The place of the object in the community of objects affects how we approach it, where we stand or sit in relation to it, and how much time we spend in its company. It shapes not just how we interpret it but how we see it: making us blind to certain aspects and drawing attention to others.” P.11.] 

Documenting objects from a personal perspective will naturally highlight elements that are unique and individual, therefore my approach to the interpretation of the objects will offer a different reading and evaluation to that of another. The individual perspectives employed within the approach to the collection will be explored and made explicit in the presentation and reading of the following works from the exhibition. 
The installation work Peep Show9 developed from the visual narrative of the original piece within the collection. The figurine depicts a woman viewing images through a peep-hole, more often than not presented within a format reminiscent of a theatre, this method was adopted to highlight an illusionary sense of depth and three-dimensionality.10 The very nature of my encounter with the object, in private, in the stores, hidden from public view, heightened my awareness that I had become engaged as voyeur and complicit in the act of ‘peeping’. This analogy drawn between the figurine and the museum is significant, as there prevails a certain curiosity even fetishism with what remains absent from public view. 
Constraints on public space within museums, more often than not, mean that more work is held in storage then on public display. This is the case with the Williamson Collection, and hence, the work created for the exhibition consisted of a false wall within the gallery space, which gave the impression of leading into the museum storage rooms. Viewers are offered a small glimpse into the room, containing pieces from the collection, through keyholes placed into the wall.11 This work aims to stimulate an awareness of the virtually unchallenged access contemporary culture affords us, and how a somewhat censored challenge forces us to re-evaluate our situation. In reference to the title of this paper, the ‘performative other’ becomes significant at this point and is expressed within this work through the ‘decentred’ positioning of both the viewer and the normally inaccessible museum space. This also is significant in terms of what Gere (1997) describes as a ‘decentred’ distribution of knowledge.12 By decentering and activating the viewer out-with of the ‘vernacular encounter with the figurine’ which in this case was a ‘crammed glass cabinet’ a new reading of the object is constructed. This work develops from the visual narrative of the historical porcelain piece and is extended through the performative actions of the viewer, who by peeping ‘performs’ a similar action to that contained within the object. The activated viewer as propouned by Bishop (2005: 102) becomes significant in this work and draws upon the tenets of Installation Art and the decentered experiences involved. I will argue that ceramics has the capability to extend its vocabularies through such a work where its extension is not reliant on ceramic itself, but is an extension via a means of a performative other.  
	Objects hold extended value (Hodder: 1994) and as such, provide us with an exhaustive avenue for inquiry and interpretation. Association can be drawn through many perspectives to an object, including for example, a visual connection to the original as expressed in the work Peep Show. This provides a stimulus for reclaiming and re-articulating an object and thus exposes the performative potential of objects. 
A predominance of objects within the collection that feature animals led to the creation of the work Postmodern Animal.13 As with most of the objects, the animals are depicted as working animals and not as domesticated pets. This observation linked perfectly with my proposed question as to what might the collection look like now?14 When considering the dog within contemporary western society, we imagine the dog as a domesticated animal that lives with us in our home and is treated like one of the family, although working dogs are abundant particularly within an agricultural setting. The pet dog, has, however, 15 succumbed in extreme cases to a celebrity ideal, where pets are treated as fashion accessories and the line between human and animal becomes somewhat blurred. In transporting this comment on celebrity culture to the gallery, Postmodern Animal 16 engages domestic breeds of dog, realised in porcelain, and dressed in designer fashion. 17 This embellishment of the ceramic figure creates multiple effect with regards to developing the performative other, as the object has altered both its physical presence and as a consequence its historical reading.18 I would argue that it has potentially become a ‘performative object’ a premise articulated by Kristina Neidderer where she argues that;19
‘“performative objects” …..would make their users perform in a particularly mindful way. The concept of mindfulness refers here to the attentiveness of the user towards the social consequences of actions performed with the object.’
(Neidderer, 2007)

In the context of this work ‘mindfulness’ focuses attention on emotional, thoughtful and sensational occurrences based upon the objects presented within the work. This observation in addition references miniature ceramic objects as holders semiotic significance, as we are able to identify with it as a familiar image. The qualities of the performative nature of ceramics, and in particular modelled and cast figurines – demonstrates the properties that ceramics possess in creating ‘extended vocabularies’ for ceramics as a discipline. In this scenario the familiarity of the object has the ability to perform as a conceptual tool. 
In surveying the many objects within the collection my interest was drawn, however not immediately, to a pair of ornate porcelain vases produced in Chelsea between 1756-58.20 On primary inspection the vases consisting of ornate handles, gilding and a floral motif,21 did not gain my interest, however, when the vases were turned around the floral motif had been substituted by painted narratives depicting images of violence and drunken behaviour.22 Within this period it was common for vases to contain opposing dualistic characteristics, on one level conforming to issues of taste and decorum, on another delivering a sobering message about the influence of drink.23 
In connecting the historical to the contemporary through visual narrative the porcelain plaques24 created for the exhibition depict still images of intoxicated individuals, transposed to ceramic, from a film made late at night in the centre of Carlisle.25 The medium of film is presented within the exhibition as it correlates to the format that has highlighted the ‘binge drinking’ culture within the UK, namely reality television shows such as ‘Booze Britain’. In considering the use of film alongside ceramic,26 I would argue that the film has the capacity to extend the ceramic object through time-based activity, whilst maintaining a familiar connection through the narrative of the three components of the work.27 
The theory and practice of video art,27 has developed as a distinct genre, one that is expressed widely within contemporary practice. Several of the critiques and structures applied to video art might possibly be applied to video work emerging from ceramic artists. This might though become complicated by the location of such works within artistic arenas that project quite different interpretation. The video element within28 Booze Britain can, almost certainly, be legitimised as constructing and presenting a time-based narrative that extends the notion of temporality. 

The reading of ceramic through another medium, obviously, distorts familiarity where previously interpretation and critique has been applied exclusively to the material first-hand. How, therefore, can a critique be applied to a medium that is somewhat absent from the language of ceramics? Mona Da Vinci comments upon the medium of video where reference is made to the object in art:29

Video successfully bypasses object art, for a new emphasis on connectedness, communication, integers, and vectors, that could potentially lead to a more satisfying and complete synthesis of the artist’s full creative powers. Video promises the possibility of providing the intervening conceptual means for the artist to dispense with the artificial or the artifice of art. The medium’s capacity for immediacy symbolises “the missing link” that may fill the gap between art and life experience to the contemporary artist. The developmental phase becomes a thing of the past in the video artist’s creative output.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Battcock, Gregory. (Editor.) New Artists Video A Critical Anthology. E.P. Dutton: New York. See chapter Video: The Art of Observable Dreams, Da Vinci, Mona, p.17. ] 



Da Vinci suggests that video contains characteristics that are successful in transcending the object within art. This is to say that video has the capacity to display the conceptual whilst dispensing with the artifice of art. In reference to the quote the emphasis on ‘connectedness’ and ‘communication’ becomes significant if we consider the use of video as a ‘performative other’ within the work ‘Booze Britain’. As with several of the artworks constructed for this exhibition, objects from the museum collection were embedded and in this case were presented together with newly constructed ceramics and video.  

Remaining with the advancement of technology a comparison is promulgated within the work WR14 2AY.30 The title makes direct reference to the postcode and hence location of Malvern Priory. These seven characters are a means by which we are now able to locate and position ourselves in the world using digital locational platforms. For those that are familiar with Google Earth, we can even zoom in and get a view of any global location from the comfort of our own home or even on the move via computers and mobile phones. 

This work, as with others in the exhibition, also contains the medium of film, which in this piece of work is presented on a lilliput screen so as to resemble a postcard. The footage is of Malvern Priory and is shot from a stationary position as close to the viewpoint of the vignette on the vase as possible. This was to prove tricky as two hundred years later the landscape around the priory had been built up and altered. What the viewer gains from this piece of work is the ability to reference a two hundred year time-frame and engage with the dialogue that is constructed between both formats of the presented image. Within this work an extended re-reading of the porcelain vase is offered through the lens of video as a contemporary performative other. 

Whilst an engagement with individual pieces within the collection can be recognized, an overriding theme began to develop in relation to the history of material and the noticeable changes that have occurred since the majority of the collection was made. In observing and scrutinizing the pieces in the porcelain collection, one of the first things that I noticed was the level of skill and attention to detail that was contained within the various objects. This included fine modeling, hand painting, applied decoration and gilding, each of them executed to a very high standard. This observation led me to consider the once great power of the British ceramics industry as a world force and reflect upon the admission that it is now a shadow of its former self. Three works emerged from this observation and are discussed as follows.
	Contained within the collection is an exquisite figurine of Britannia31 dating from around 1780. This object is prized within the museum and displays all the characteristics you would expect to find within a fine English porcelain figurine. 
Figurines operate through mimetic structures, whereby the miniature porcelain object has the capacity to form an association to the human world. This association has many characteristics for example a ‘likeness to a person realised in the modelling’, the use of associated objects, in this example the union jack emblazoned shield, or the naming of the figurine as in this case Britannia. These familiar associations assist in the connection to real lives that objects can perform, in support of this notion Susan Pearce comments further;32
Objects, we have noted, have lives which, though finite, can be very much longer than our own. They alone have the power, in some sense, to carry the past into the present by virtue of their ‘real’ relationship to past events, and this is just as true for casts, copies and fakes as it is for more orthodox material, for all such copies bear their own ‘real’ relationship to the impulse which created them, and have their own place in history…. (Pearce: 1992)
The work Britannia33 engages the figurine as a pivotal element in the constructed narrative. To heighten this, the work is housed within a vitrine, an historical and familiar format for the reading of objects within the museum. The work consists of the figurine standing upon ceramic shards, a metaphor for the once great ceramics industry in Britain, surveying the landscape in front of her.34 Ahead mass produced figurines, sourced from charity shops and Ebay, emerge from shards and ceramic detritus, some damaged, some fully formed, reconstructed by Ants (workers), some emblazoned with back-stamps heralding the new locations of manufacture.35 In developing this work QR codes were added to the bases of the figurines as a platform for extending the work beyond the gallery, once again employing strategies to decentre and activate the viewer.36 This action of reading the QR codes with a mobile device extends the work in a number of ways, initiated through a physical intervention and as a consequence, development of an extended theoretical vocabulary.37 Contained within the website is a mixture of images, text and film that extend the work, the content of which, expands upon the visual experience within the gallery supported by the engagement of a ‘performative other’. 
Consideration with such work has to be made towards the referencing of familiarity in works that contain non-ceramic elements. This has particular significance when ceramic is juxtaposed with another material or when ceramic operates through another medium. The argument, in this case, revolves around the issue of the ‘appropriateness’ of the non-ceramic medium and its relevance in assigning status to a work when it steps outside the realm of familiarity. 
  
If we consider the centres for manufacture of ceramics in Britain, Stoke-on-Trent emerges as the most significant in terms of the history of ceramics. Whilst researching and evaluating the collection, it occurred to me that the majority of the collection consisted of figurines manufactured in Stoke, this provoked the question, are they still manufactured there now? My enquiries on this question were somewhat depressing, as manufacture had either ceased or was taking place outside of the UK[endnoteRef:6]. All was not lost however, as I came upon a small collective producing bespoke high quality figurines to sell to the international market[endnoteRef:7]. The small company consists of experts once employed by the ceramics industry in Stoke, who have now joined together to continue the manufacture of figurines, if somewhat on a smaller and more exclusive scale. [6:  See paper by Marilyn Carroll, Fang Lee Cooke, John Hassard and Mick Marchington, http://www.leeds.ac.uk/esrcfutureofwork/downloads/workingpaperdownloads/Paper17.pdf]  [7:  http://figurinecollect.com] 

The work for the exhibition consists of a projected film,38 which records the manufacture of the process and purposefully proffers an intimate examination of the construction of the figurine and those skilled crafts-workers involved in the creation. Placed within the gallery is a completed figurine,39 the first from the mould, housed within a protective case, this is a condition of the gallery, but also a reminder of perhaps the fragility of the ceramics industry. Hanging above the 90m2 portion of the gallery in which this installation is installed, are 1200 miniature suspended limbs rendered in bone china.40 This configuration makes direct reference to ex-voto’s, offerings made to a saint or divinity often suspended from the ceiling within a church. The analogy drawn here is self-evident. 

	The third work to emerge within this theme is Made in England.41 Whilst recording the manufacture of the figurine for the work ex-voto, one of the processes I documented was the creation and application of hand-made flowers directly onto the object. This method of application was abundant upon the objects contained within the Williamson collection, several of them emblazoned with hundreds of tiny little hand-crafted flowers.42 In conversation with the person who crafted and applied the flowers, it transpired that she had just been made redundant form Coalport, a recognised manufacturer of ceramics based in Stoke, after 25 years service. In a further conversation with Denise I was amazed that she had not passed her skills of making on to any other person, and as such, these skills will be lost to the industry. This observation led to me to create a work where both Denise and her skills were central. 
The work consists of a series of photographs that depict Denise constructing flowers upon a table within her kitchen, in reality this is her workspace. Together with the photographs, a series of relief letters spelling out, ‘Made in England’43 were constructed and covered in numerous flowers by Denise. The variation of flowers created, demonstrate the craftsperson’s skills and vast knowledge constructed over many years in the industry. The choice of the words ‘Made in England’ is also poignant, as it makes reference to the back stamps found on the underside of ceramic objects, placed there in recognition of the country of manufacture. Analogous observations can also be drawn with ‘worded’ funeral wreaths that are increasingly common at funerals. This work draws on several mediums in its construction with a main focus on socially engaged practice, which places the maker and her histories centrally within the work. This work as with the others in this paper offers an extended vocabulary with regards to ceramic work by drawing on performative strategies for production and consolidation. 
Conclusion
The interrelationship between ceramic and multi-media applications within this exhibition demonstrates the potential for an extended vocabulary for ceramics, primarily supported by a connection to familiarity (Livingstone: 2008), in this case the porcelain objects held within the collection. It is my view that ceramics can be extended through the employment of contemporary ‘performative others’ which, most notably in this paper, can be associated with digital and new technologies. Although, I have also aimed to demonstrate that there are other strategies that can also be employed and these were evidenced through decentring both the viewer and the physical spaces of the museum. This arena of ‘artist museum intervention’ continues to develop and is something that Christopher Marshall44 elucidates as a ‘deliberately immersive and emotive form of exhibition’. My encounter with these historical ceramic objects has certainly expanded and developed my understanding of material culture and how relevant this is to the artist that engages with museums collections and the artefacts that they hold. This has made a significant contribution to my ongoing research in this area, some of which I hope has been imparted within this evaluation of an artist intervention of a museum collection. 45















Py gt g ot
R g e

s s e e o and b s
skttt

Tt e
e
e
e
e
ey
S T
T e
S e
R e e B
e gyt
s e e
R e
eI

e Wt v ke e |
Sy O 0 I e Tt

o e . 90
Wl ot of s ot Ay .
e s ey e o o s

e o et o s g Tt
L s



