
Chapter 9
Community engagement, education and exhibitions
Museum education services were especially developed during the war, in response to the needs of civilians and services personnel. Exhibitions were also created and organised so as to serve those needs and were an important means of civic and community engagement for museums.

Education services develop

From the earliest days of the war regional museums implemented the key element of the museum vision of the 1930s – the museum as an educational institution. Far from being a period of ‘few significant museum developments’
 the ideas of the inter-war years were developed and put into practice. The wider initiatives offering art and cultural activities as part of informal education practices broadened the scope of the service from school to adult provision, introduced initially through army education programmes. 

Embryonic museum schools services had developed in the 1930s in response to the Miers Report.
 Although there were calls for them to be extended,
 these programmes were initially threatened by the circumstances of war as resources were cut and museum educators were moved to schools to make up the shortfall of teachers due to conscription. Support for the schemes was dealt a further blow in 1940 when the Carnegie Trust announced that it was reducing its financial commitment to the museum service for the duration of the war. This was partly in the expectation that few new developments could be achieved and partly due to the restrictions on the Trust’s funding which prevented it from being used ‘in any way which could lend countenance to war or to warlike preparations’.

At the same time, from September 1939 educational demands on provincial museum services had actually increased because of the need to provide schooling for evacuee children in reception areas 
  (see Timeline of World War Two, p.000 and Fig.9.1) <FIGURE 9.1 HERE> Local education authorities approached curators to give classes in museums,
 and the MA, in conjunction with the Board of Education, issued a Memorandum urging museums to provide assistance.
 

Education services in wartime
Compulsory school attendance was waived in the first six months of the war to ease the evacuation process, and this led to fears about the collapse of state education.
 The Board of Education introduced grants for museums to establish specific educational services,
 which encouraged the growth of museum education as an integrated part of museum functions rather than separating it into an independent loans department. This enabled Frank Markham’s ideas for visual education to be incorporated into museum displays. 
The positive response from both schools and museums drew attention to the potential role for museums as partners within the education system. For example, Wollaton Natural History Museum in Nottingham had to appoint an assistant to cope with the extra demand and reported in the Museums Journal that ‘… the scope seems unlimited in this extension of the Museum’s educational field, but only the war could have brought them to the foreground so soon in our policy of reorganisation’.

In early 1940, as evacuees drifted back to the cities, the Geffrye Museum in London and the Glasgow Museums Service took advantage of the additional funding to set up educational experiments to supplement state school provision. The Geffrye Museum in Shoreditch had been placed under the London County Council’s Education Committee in 1935 and its first curator, Marjorie Quennell, had been responsible for establishing the museum’s period rooms as an educational resource. In 1940 ill health forced her to resign and her assistant, Molly Harrison, a former teacher  was appointed as Acting Curator (biography, see Introduction, Individuals in museums, p.000). 
In 1939, in the early months of the war, the Geffrye Museum had been run on a skeleton basis since many of the local children had been evacuated from London. Molly Harrison found that ‘the period of enforced solitude and restraint brought opportunities of contact with writers whose thought gave … significance and proportion to seemingly unimportant [elements of museum] work’.
 She was particularly influenced by the work in the 1930s of the Hungarian born sociologist, Karl Mannheim. Mannheim had focused on the importance of social organisation and environmental contexts in the development of the individual. He saw the role of education as creating opportunities for developing ‘open-mindedness, empathy and ecumenical mediation between competing social groups’;
 ideas which had strong associations with the Carnegie UK Trust’s educational philosophy and with the inter-war adult education and museum movements. 
Molly Harrison saw an opportunity to develop the Geffrye Museum as a creative environment offering a mixture of social welfare and education to deprived communities in Shoreditch. The museum’s activities were not confined to school visits: it aimed to provide a cultural refuge for children outside school hours with the aim of deepening sensitivities.
 An interviewee in this study who had experienced the range of activities as a child spoke of how it became a special place for her and her brother to escape from home life or the formality of school. The gardens and the period rooms allowed her to enter another world beyond the limits of London’s East End, and the museum’s arts activities gave her the confidence to express her own views and ideas.
 
A supporter of visual education methods, Molly Harrison encouraged her visitors to learn about the exhibits around them through observation and discussion, in the belief that children learnt best through activity rather than through instruction (see Fig. 9.2) <FIGURE 9.2 HERE>. The war years, therefore, became an experiment and it became evident that creativity had a therapeutic effect on children growing up with conflict. Harrison observed that when art activities were introduced the children’s first reactions were not to draw museum objects but to paint and model ‘in grimly contemporary vein – tube shelters, air raids, tanks in the desert, funerals … It was not long before their obvious need to paint freely whatever they wished overrode any narrow concern for concentration upon the theme of the museum’. The demand from children of all ages for creative activities was only relieved when refugee artists volunteered to assist with group projects in pottery, wood carving, weaving, puppetry and music.

In Glasgow too, the City’s Education Authority agreed to establish an experimental museum education programme in 1941. This built on the positive response to museum educational activities organised in 1940 when local schools had been closed. Schoolteacher Samuel Thompson was seconded to the scheme as Education Officer and quickly established a dedicated lecture theatre, education room (see Fig. 9.3) <FIGURE 9.3 HERE> and a series of talks and activities related to the school curriculum. Thompson later credited ‘the unusual circumstances of the war years’ as being central to the development of the service:

These were the days when temporary exhibitions were in full spate … and a large number of school classes came to see them. … The variety of exhibitions in these war years was astounding. Never again probably will the normally austere marble court of the Art Gallery be converted overnight into a model coal mine, complete with miner’s equipment, mechanical cutters, and even a pit pony. Needless to say, the pony was an enormous attraction for the visiting children.
 

The exhibition programme in Glasgow also helped to introduce the curatorial staff to using educational principles in displaying objects. As the scheme gained acceptance greater cooperation developed between the museum staff and schoolteachers. By 1944, after three successful years, the scheme was made permanent and three full time staff members were appointed to cope with the demand from schools. As at the Geffrye Museum, the staff in Glasgow were keen to foster a sense of community among their visitors and in 1945, as the war ended, this developed into providing a course on citizenship. The course was clearly directed towards the meaning of citizenship within Glasgow itself rather than citizenship of the nation, and aimed to provide its teenage audiences with an understanding of the work of local government, an introduction to the range of amenities available to them and pride in the city and its institutions.
 In an application of the debates on education and citizenship that had occupied museum educationalists in the 1930s, visual methods were used to promote the responsibilities of citizenship. Films and exhibitions were commissioned from the police and transport departments, and displays incorporated historic and modern equipment to illustrate the subject. This scheme was part of a series of wartime measures by the Scottish authorities to tackle juvenile delinquency.
 The timing of the course reflected wider concerns about youth and leisure in the post-war world and a perceived need to educate future voting citizens in the traditional aspects of civic life in the hope of maintaining existing social and political structures.

Educational programmes were not confined to local authority museums. The Wells Museum, a small society museum that relied on the services of its Honorary Curator, H E Balch, found itself providing classes to schoolchildren from the Isle of Dogs.
 Their teacher, F J Shatwell, paid tribute to Balch’s adaptability: 

Immediately on our arrival the whole resources of the Museum were placed at our disposal … Selected pupils have assisted in excavations … excursions have been arranged … Nor has the service been one-sided only: the Botany table, which normally is discontinued in the winter, was kept going by our pupils, to whom, coming from Millwall, the fall of the year in the country was full of interest.

Fledgling museum loan services established in Leicestershire and Derbyshire in the 1930s also grew steadily throughout the war. They were expanded to incorporate secondary and adult education and by the end of the war they had even extended to the armed forces.

Wartime conditions offered freedom to experiment both for staff in museums and for visiting children. Of her time in the Geffrye Museum, Harrison later confessed to: 

… a regret for the adventure and excitement of pioneering and the closer personal contacts which the early years brought. … when one or two of us were doing the work of six, when the office floor was sometimes all but impassable because of children busily working there, when scarcely a day passed without its crises and battles and the most incredible adaptations had to be made to meet the needs of the moment.

The schemes, developed in order to rectify failings in the education system that were exposed by the conditions of war, put into effect the changes in museum practice which had been advocated in the inter-war years. Post-war, both adult education and schools programmes would continue to have a major influence on the direction of museum education. It should be noted, however, that both Harrison and Thompson had trained as teachers rather than curators and so had been able to realise Markham’s plans for visual education by treating objects as aids to education rather than simply as museum exhibits. Once the wartime experiment was over and the more precious possessions had been returned to museum galleries curators would find it more difficult to reconcile their concerns for the object with the needs of audiences.

 1939: Adult education to boost conscript morale

Many smaller provincial museums could not support a dedicated museum education department, but through adult education services the education principle became embedded in general museum practice. As they had in World War I, museums offered free entry to all those in service uniform, provided special guided tours and lectures and extended their opening hours to include evenings and sundays. Other helpful measures included, for instance, museum guides in different languages for the benefit of allied troops 
 such as those published at the start of the war by Liverpool Public Museum. 

Adult education in museums may be seen in the wider context of developments in the education of the forces at this time. Following the introduction of conscription in May 1939 the creation of the ‘citizen soldier’ had led to calls for the state to take responsibility for the mental as well as the physical welfare of this new militia. It was argued that the morale of civilian conscripts ‘would largely depend on the soldier’s faith in the cause for which he fought’.
 The opposing political ideologies of democracy and fascism in the Second World War offered such a cause and led to pressure on the conservative sectors of army education to allow the formal discussion of politics and current affairs and to educate the citizen soldier in their responsibilities for democracy and citizenship. 
 The adult education and museum movements that had supported the cultural education of newly enfranchised citizens in the 1930s were now called into service for the education of the armed forces. In 1941, for example, W E Williams, the Secretary of the British Institute of Adult Education (BIAE), established the Army Bureau of Current Affairs (ABCA), to operate alongside a revived Army Educational Corps.

The timing of the founding of ABCA and museums’ increased involvement in army education is also significant. Fears for the morale of the army had risen after the evacuation from Dunkirk and during the period of enforced inactivity that followed in 1940–1941. Army education provision was revised to include the discussion of current affairs thanks to the influence of General Sir Ronald Adam, Adjutant-General and Colonel Commandant of the Army Educational Corps, who was a firm believer in the positive benefits this would have on troop morale.
 From 1941 organised adult education services in museums began to expand as the Forces looked to use all available facilities, and curators who were keen to exploit their museum’s educational potential were happy to comply. Ernest Musgrave, Director of Wakefield Art Gallery and Museum, for example, took responsibility for training Army Educational Corps instructors in the use of museum objects to illustrate topics for discussion, and urged others to do the same:

What the soldier needs more than anything is a change from the atmosphere of the barrack room or the camp. … It is our duty to take this opportunity of showing what the Museum and Art Gallery can offer, and the potentialities of our institutions as educational media.
 

Would innovations survive?

In expanding their wartime education services, museums were more responsive to the abnormal conditions and to audiences than would have been expected on the basis of their pre-war work. The links created with schools and the adult education sectors helped to develop a service that was more national in character and this was enhanced by collaborations, circulating exhibitions and shared knowledge and experiences. However, when General Sir Ronald Adam reflected on the positive outcomes of forces education at the BIAE conference in 1945, he also spoke of his fears for its future:

I confess that one thought that troubles me is that, by lack of preparation and foresight, there may be a large gap in educational provision between demobilisation and civil resettlement. If there is, you may have lost these men and women for good. It is a delusion to suppose that because they have learned to enjoy adult education in the Services they will clamour for it when they come out. They will not. They will look for it … But if it not put in their way, they will seek out other activities … 

I claim that in these Services’ experiments in adult education we have kindled something. Whether from now on that torch burns bright or goes out depends mainly on you..
 (see Chapter 14, The MA: a diminished organisation, p.000)
Equally, the extent to which this wartime experience would be applied to the post-war museum service remained unknown.

Exhibitions: a wartime service

Wartime museums provided for all the military services. As well as extensive education services for the army, maritime exhibitions were held in towns with naval links such as Hull, Newport and Portsmouth. Museum collaborations with the RAF led to picture loan schemes being set up as a boost to morale. Artworks were lent to RAF stations to improve the appearance of the mess and to help create a restful atmosphere for those involved in air operations. The scheme was coordinated nationally from the National Gallery, with each RAF station covering the cost of transport and contributing to the running of the scheme.
 Within four months, the scheme had attracted nearly 800 loans and the Museums Journal was keen to note that the artworks were being distributed on a democratic basis:

These works have been placed in circulation in the messes of all ranks since it is realized that in the present day Forces artistic enjoyment and discrimination are found equally among officers and men. 
  (See Chapter 7, National Gallery support for provincial museums, p.000).
As the war continued, museums and galleries received substantial practical and financial support from the Council for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts (CEMA) for temporary and travelling exhibitions (see Chapter 7, CEMA and art exhibitions, p.000).

Museums worked also with women’s service groups and in 1943, when the National Portrait Gallery invited the Women’s Royal Naval Service (the WRNS) to exhibit their handicrafts in the Gallery, it received over 2000 items.
 
Troops stationed overseas were far removed from such services but museum personnel, such as S J Coulson, a former curator at the British Museum who had transferred to the Army Educational Corps, provided temporary exhibitions in Nissen huts to help stimulate interest in education. Coulson experimented with setting the direction and path of the exhibition, noting the importance of providing refreshments and chairs to create an informal atmosphere and attract all ranks and encourage discussion. He advocated frequent changes of exhibits and the display of solders’ own work in conjunction with museum objects
 (see Fig. 9.4) <FIGURE 9.4 HERE>. These were the Markham Report’s principles of modern display put into practice but with an emphasis on ‘education through entertainment’ as a means of encouraging learning without ‘any latent highbrow atmosphere, which the soldier finds so very chilling and discouraging’.
 This was an important element in museum presentation in wartime, made possible by the disruption of traditional museum practices as visitors themselves contributed to displays. 
Many museums organised exhibitions and exhibition services for wartime communities and audiences as well as for those in military service, supported by CEMA (Chapter 7, p.000). Temporary exhibitions were held throughout the country to showcase the art and craftwork of the armed services, civil defence groups, refugee artists and Allied service personnel.

Temporary displays were developed into travelling exhibitions which toured the country, and exhibitions were also accepted from outside organisations such as the Design and Industries Association, the Art Exhibitions Bureau, the BIAE and CEMA itself. Artworks and performers travelled to audiences in provincial locations where access to entertainment had been curtailed, creating a new mobility for the arts in wartime. 

Temporary exhibitions allowed curators to resume their cultural services instead of displaying propaganda, and to develop their own exhibitions on more acceptable museum themes. Already by December 1939 Leeds City Art Gallery at Temple Newsam, the Ashmolean Museum, Wakefield Art Gallery, the Walker Art Gallery and the Laing Art Gallery in Newcastle upon Tyne were among many demonstrating ‘that art exhibitions can be successfully organized under wartime conditions’.
 For wartime audiences culture offered an escape from the reality of war, boosting morale, and it also met curators’ aspirations to nurture the public mind and spirit in order to create ‘a balanced being and a worthy citizen’.
 From an early stage it was evident that temporary exhibitions were attracting a large influx of visitors 
 and if curators could continue to show that such a demand existed for their work, temporary displays would help to ensure that museum services were maintained.

The number of exhibitions grew substantially. Between 1941 and 1942, for example, 25 exhibitions were arranged at the Usher Art Gallery in Lincoln and 54 at the Lady Lever Art Gallery, Port Sunlight between 1939 and 1944.
 Among the local authority museums investigated most at least doubled the number of exhibitions being shown in wartime in comparison with pre-war figures, although approximately two thirds of these were hired travelling exhibitions as opposed to in house displays. Local authority museums were the main beneficiaries. Independent society museums lacked the resources to develop exhibition programmes and university museums were restricted owing to staff commitments to wartime research, although they did devise a number of exhibitions.

The increase in temporary exhibitions was one of the most notable changes introduced in wartime museums. The inter-war surveys had recommended temporary exhibitions to combat the stagnant permanent displays but modernisation had focused on redisplaying the existing exhibits, as few provincial museums had extra space. When some of the permanent exhibits were removed for safety, exhibition space became available and within the first few months of the war curators reported that they had reorganised displays to accommodate temporary exhibitions. At Halifax Museum and Art Gallery the altered layout was judged an improvement and was expected to become a permanent arrangement 
 while at Stoke-on-Trent the museum reopened with displays from the reserve collections to be changed every three months.
 It is difficult to imagine such rapid reorganisations without the necessity and opportunity created by war. Museums needed to demonstrate that they could provide a viable service if they were to remain open, and temporary exhibitions provided an effective way to do this, since changing displays allowed curators to respond to their audiences’ needs and gain important public support for their wartime services (see Chapter 7, Public enthusiasm for new services, p.000). 
Cultural centres, citizenship and demobilisation
Supported by CEMA in developing diverse wartime services, museums had the opportunity to reinvent themselves as community cultural centres, and by 1942 this concept was influencing the MA’s plans for reconstruction:

In view of the increasing demands for national services in Music, the Drama, and the Cinema, it would seem desirable that, whenever possible, new art galleries should be part of combined Art or Community Centres. Each of the arts is complementary to the others and each stimulates general interest in the imaginative life ... .

These ideas reflected Markham’s vision of the new museum as ‘a centre for cultural guidance’.
 The term ‘cultural centre’ also avoided the connotations of ‘museum as mausoleum’. 
CEMA’s proposals for the post-war arts encouraged this development. Touring exhibitions and performing groups had exposed the lack of suitable space and poor facilities for leisure in many towns, and the Council drew up plans and models for new arts centres to cater for the demand for the arts generated in the war.
 In response to CEMA’s cultural provision, independent Arts Clubs formed across the country. At the end of the war these became eligible for assistance from the Arts Council, which succeeded CEMA in 1946, and was keen to support the development of arts facilities.
 Other reports such as the Arts Enquiry (1946), sponsored by the Dartington Hall Trustees, and the Ministry of Education’s Community Centres (1944) were also in favour of establishing such centres to promote the social and educational value of the arts in national life.
 
The national Holidays at Home scheme, launched by the Government in 1942 to provide entertainment for communities within their local area, offered another opportunity for museums. CEMA sponsored local arts events, and museums became the focus for a wide range of activities during the summer, with children’s games, competitions, concerts, dancing, special exhibitions, tours and outings, art activities and film showings.
 (see Fig. 9.5) <FIGURE 9.5 HERE> Offered in conjunction with other local events, such as sports activities and open air theatre productions, these were the forerunners of the arts festivals established in the post-war years, such as the Edinburgh Festival (1947) and the Bath May Festival (1948). The holiday atmosphere was seen as prompting the revival of the medieval ‘holy day’ or fair, with its ‘dramas, spectacles, sports, dancing, music, and merry making’
 and museum convention was temporarily suspended as unruly elements infiltrated the gallery. A children’s concert at Derby, for example, had to be abandoned when ‘Inadequate stewarding and allowing all the children in free brought about a situation of rowdiness that ruined the event absolutely’.
,

As the war advanced, the citizenship aspect of adult education services in museums turned towards reconstruction and hopes for a better standard of life after the war. ABCA and the BIAE developed publicity and exhibitions on planning and welfare services such as Living in Cities 
 and Homes to Live In
 which were shown across the country 
 (see Fig. 9.6) <FIGURE 9.6 HERE>. At the London Museum, ABCA sponsored an exhibition on the history of London to promote the understanding of the past and to consider how new archaeological discoveries would add to the knowledge of the city’s history when the time for rebuilding came.
 The exhibition was circulated to British and allied troops stationed near London and prompted much discussion on wartime damage to historic buildings. Beatrice di Cardi, the curator responsible for the display, felt that the experience had been an opportunity for her to step away from her normal museum duties and experiment with new methods using exhibition design to develop the presentation of ideas.
 Her work and its theme can be seen to have fulfilled the aims of ABCA who wished to make citizens aware of their history
 and of the Markham Report’s recommendation to establish a ‘museum of ideas’ and reconnect the past to both the present and the future.

Museums together with army educational services also devised schemes to prepare personnel in advance of demobilisation. In 1944, for instance, popular classes on art appreciation were held at Leicester Museum and Art Gallery, introducing service personnel to civilian leisure activities.
 (see Fig. 9.7) <FIGURE 9.7 HERE> Trevor Thomas had become the country’s youngest curator at the age of 24, on his appointment to Liverpool Museum in 1931, and subsequently in 1940 he was the youngest curator (later director) of Leicester Museums (for biography, see Introduction, Individuals in museums, p.000). A pioneer of museum design and a keen proponent of Markham’s museum reforms, during the war he put these ideas into effect at Leicester.

Trevor Thomas claimed that he continued to hear even many years later from people who said ‘the courses had changed their lives’.
 The somewhat missionary quality of such courses partly reflected the continuing influence of Ruskin’s ideas on social improvement through exposure to art.
 However, the work of museums in this area of adult education reflected the general popularity of ‘high’ culture, with provincial audiences responding enthusiastically to touring ballet, opera and theatre productions and classical concerts.
 Perhaps the key reason for this growing popularity of the arts was that wartime audiences were able to first experience high quality performance or encounter modern art in the familiar surroundings of their local museum or civic hall. 
Disruption, ideas and new meanings

The number and success of temporary and travelling exhibitions challenges the perception of the static wartime museum. Many of the recommendations of the inter-war year reports were implemented in these circumstances. Markham’s concept of a ‘museum of ideas’ was evident in the many topical exhibitions that were developed. An exhibition on war and disease by Miss Mirèio Legge, Assistant Keeper of Zoology at Manchester Museum, for example, discussed the spread of disease under wartime conditions and offered preventative and curative solutions. The exhibition also included a section entitled Towards National Health which considered future possibilities for health care.
 Visual education techniques were used to illustrate ideas in exhibitions such as Tin through the Ages and Town Planning and Town Fauna at the National Museum of Wales with the aim of drawing out the interconnections between the visitor’s life and the natural world. The story or idea, therefore, took priority in the presentation because it provided ‘a direct appeal to the majority of people’. This approach was an attraction for audiences with over 102,000 people visiting the Tin through the Ages exhibition between 1941 and 1942 and both exhibitions attracting interest from other institutions at home and abroad.
 
As objects from the collections were assembled to illustrate concepts in these temporary exhibitions, they acquired new meanings. Displays could be related to people’s experiences, as more ordinary objects, normally kept in store, were used in the exhibits.  This drew on the concept, propounded by Dr Cummings, President of the American Museum of Natural History, that: ‘people find the greatest interest in such things as have occurred or may occur in their own lifetime’s experience’.
 The object may physically be statically conserved but its meaning and history continue to evolve as it acquires multiple interpretations and layers of meaning, influenced by political and cultural circumstances.

Trevor Thomas at Leicester Museum recognised this change towards a more accessible, consumer led museum when he described the museum as ‘no longer a remote temple harbouring its collections on a hill but a living museum purveying its goods in the market place.’.
 Many curators found themselves encountering unorthodox elements within their sacred museum spaces during the war years, and some of them admitted that the experience had altered perceptions:

We were asked to accommodate exhibitions for the war effort, some of which were hardly in keeping with the building or the purposes of a museum … But we have learned much in these years, especially how useful a space we have available and how well a good exhibition is appreciated and patronised.

Focus on public service
Despite the difficulties that war presented, museums and their representative bodies acted in concert to continue to open and provide services to the public. The result was a more coordinated service with the educational and inspirational functions advocated by Markham brought into sharper focus, although the traditional functions of conservation, collecting and research were reduced. In this way, the museum service resolved its response to war by providing alternative cultural activities that went well beyond the promulgation of government propaganda.
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