
1  

Photo Pari Naderi, courtesy of South East Dance; dancers Robert Guy, Jessamin Landamore-Coyne and Lucy Starkey 

 Presentation notes for ‘Theatrically Re-imagining Collections’ seminar UCL Museums, Grant Museum, Impropera 26th April 2016  
 1. Introduction  
My name is Katie Green, I am a choreographer and director of the Dancing in Museums project.  I will go on to give some more information about the project, but first I would like to introduce Jayne Austin from Colchester and Ipswich Museums. The Dancing in Museums project started at Ipswich Museum, and it is testament to the openness of Jayne and her team to responding to the museum collections in a new way that we have been able to continue working together through several phases of this project and other offshoot projects. So I am very happy to be joined by Jayne who will begin by talking about the museum’s approach to working with artists.  […]  It was while working with Jayne and a group of second year students from University Campus Suffolk that I had the idea for a project that would use dance to bring to life historical artefacts and sites in a new way, and that was 4 years ago.  By the end of this year I will have worked with at least 29 museums and heritage sites through the Dancing in Museums project, indoor and outdoor, from Plymouth all the way up to Aberdeen.   The project consists of sharing a promenade performance piece aimed at children and families called The Imagination Museum and offering creative dance workshops alongside those performances.   The Imagination Museum performance is like a danced museum tour with a twist, conducted by three eccentric tour guide figures, who develop a rapport with the audience through their characterisation, which enables us to get the audience on our side and then draw them in to the more abstract world of our work.  The dancers dance and speak, and the performance is designed to be adaptable to a range of spaces, so we have some elements in our ‘repertoire’ of movement sections - e.g. sections that respond to fossils, Roman armour, a stone tool, a skull - that can be adapted to lots of museums, then in addition we can make new pieces for each site e.g. a solo for the room where Keats wrote his poetry at Keats House; a dinner party scene for the Russell-Cotes Museum dining room, and an adaptation of the work for performances in the Robin Hood Cave at Creswell Crags.  
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Our trailer, filmed onsite at Ipswich Museum, gives a sense of how the performance can work and some of its different elements. In the absence of an audience you lose the crucial interactive element of the work, but hopefully this still gives a frame of reference for the work.  The Imagination Museum is performed as a 30-40 minute promenade around each museum/heritage site with which we work, using spaces selected in consultation with our museum partner.   We usually have approximately 20-30 people (although there can be more or less) in each audience, so we’ll repeat the performance several times throughout the day.    2. Our learning   The Dancing in Museums project is not without its challenges, but these are far outweighed by its positive impact. For example:  From my perspective as an artist, the key things I love include the fact that:  
 the work is always changing (in contrast to the fixedness of the site), accumulating new layers of information from every site we visit,   
 there is great potential for story-telling in the work, for activating the living process of the museum and introducing a broad range of sensations, including the tactile sense  
 the presence of a moving body/bodies in a museum/heritage space encourages visitors to look at that space differently e.g. we have observed audience members going back after a performance to look again at the collection   
 the project brings me into direct contact with the audience, particularly due to the fact that in the majority of cases, access to the project is completely free for audience members or workshop participants, or in other circumstances it is kept at very low cost  
 through collaboration with curators and front of house teams, we are constantly inspired about new ways to access and interpret inanimate artefacts e.g. including through the work we did with Colchester and Ipswich Museums’ Unlocked project and other collaborations such as the British Museum’s Exploring Objects Sharing Cultures project  From the perspective of our partner museums:  
 the Unlocked project is one example of the way in which our work with dance in response to Ipswich Museum’s Charles Partridge collection provided an opportunity to draw attention to part of the collection or part of the space that may have been overlooked by visitors in the past  
 the project can impact positively on visitor numbers and on visitors’ desire to return. Our research indicates that where our collaborations with museums are brokered by an arts/dance organisation more of the audience members tend to have seen dance before, 
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but perhaps not visited the museum and the opposite is also true. In all cases, audience members tell us that they are encouraged by the performance to see more dance and to visit the museum again.   
 the project can be used as an opportunity to reach out into the local community, particularly where local schools visits may be declining, or declining in a particular geographical area; we find that any activity we can do in advance of our performances with a partner museum impacts very positively on attendance at the performances, as the most frequently cited reason for people knowing about what we’re doing is word-of-mouth and recommendation from someone who has already heard about the project  After our performances, our audiences tell us:  
 they have seen something they did not expect 
 something they have not seen before 
 something that makes them want to return 
 and we know from extensive feedback that the workshops we run alongside our performances can have a transformational impact on the children and young people with whom we work  3. What’s next for the company?  
 We will be building on the work we have done to date within museum learning by undertaking a research project to examine the impacts of working with dance in the primary school history curriculum in partnership with museums and heritage sites, and with support from the Paul Hamlyn Foundation  
 Starting to research work for a new heritage context through my new Dancing in Caves project (for performances in caves and underground space)  
 Beginning to put together a proposal for longer term development of my work with dance in museums, drawing on the experience I have built up so far. I’m in the process of trying to work out what that long term might look like, but some of the strands that I am considering include:  - MAKE – particularly work that makes the accumulative process explicit and harnesses conversations we have with audience members choreographically  - ENGAGE – new ways of involving the audience, including those new to dance and younger audiences; I’m particularly interested in exploring ways of facilitating audience autonomy within a performance  - COLLABORATE – I would like to work more intensively with fewer museums over a longer period of time, as I have done with Ipswich Museum – in residence or as artist consultants for example  - EXCHANGE of skills with other artists and museum practitioners, including being in a position to commission work from other artists 
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 - EVALUATE – e.g. working with expert evaluator Emma McFarland to explore new ways of collecting feedback e.g. integrating digital feedback devices, including biometric sensors?  I know Ipswich Museum are already doing some of these things, and Jayne will be able to tell you more about how artistic practice lies at the heart of everything they do.  […]  


