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Abstract – Some experimental new tools for interpreting art have recently launched as a 
result of a Tate project run in partnership between the City Art Gallery in Manchester, 
the Laing in Newcastle, Tate Britain in London, the Millennium and Graves Art Galleries, 
Sheffield, and Birmingham City Art Gallery and Museum. They have been created by 
young people aged 16–18 for a project called Visual Dialogues, funded by DCMS and 
DFES as part of their Strategic Commissioning programme. Over the past year groups 
have worked alongside gallery staff, artists and external consultants, devising themes and 
projects which led them to choose loans from the Tate collections. These same themes were 
then developed extensively in association with the works loaned, so that their 
interpretations could be informed by their own interests. 
 

“I have had a taste of the art industry. The exploration into interpretation has 
been an experimental process with innovative outcomes. This opportunity has 
been filled with potential and excitement. The work produced reflects this and 
embodies what we hope will be a blueprint for future projects.” 

– Richard Statham, Head of learning, Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery 
 
INTRODUCTION 

Visual Dialogues [1] is an ongoing project run by Tate Britain as a partnership 
project with a range of art galleries around England. The project aims to work with 
young people to produce dynamic interpretation to accompany works on loan from the 
Tate Collections, helping more visitors in the regions to engage actively with British 
modern and contemporary art.  

This paper is about three of the Visual Dialogues projects undertaken in the period 
2005–6, which involved the use of electronic multimedia. The entire project is funded 
by the UK Government Department of Culture Media and Sport (DCMS) [2] jointly 
with the Department for Education and Skills (DFES) [3], under their Strategic 
Commissioning programme, which is designed to facilitate partnership working 
between national and regional museums and galleries in order to enrich educational 
experiences for children and young people and encourage the involvement of new 
audiences.  

The aims of the project overall are: 
• to enrich educational experiences for groups of young people aged between 16 

and 18, and to encourage the involvement of new audiences with art gallery 
exhibits; 
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• to work in collaboration with education teams at regional partner museums and 
galleries to develop with children and young people from diverse backgrounds a 
range of interpretative tools in response to key works on loan from the Tate 
collection; 

• to develop a wide range or interpretative information and resources from 
knowledge or experience not usually associated with art in museums; 

• to offer young people opportunities to learn about and participate in both the 
work of their local museums and national collections; 

• to offer training in research, team work, professional design and production 
processes, and in some instances, digital technology.  

 
PROJECT OUTLINE 

In order to achieve its aims, the project devised a highly original programme 
involving young people in a process of collaboration, discussion and experiment over a 
period of several months. During 2005–6, there were five groups in all, one meeting in 
London at the Tate Britain Gallery and regional groups who met at art galleries in 
Manchester, Birmingham, Newcastle and Sheffield. Efforts were made to include 
socially excluded and disadvantaged young people and those from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. Although most of the young people were aged between 16 and 18, the 
Manchester group was an exception with an age range of between 15 and the early 
twenties. A few of the young people had had previous experience of working with 
galleries but most had not – in fact some had never visited a gallery before. Some of the 
young people had extremely minimal experience of engaging with, or making, artworks. 
For example the Sheffield group’s project work involved sculpture exclusively but none 
of them had learned about or made any sculpture at all at school. Most of the groups 
were voluntary, meeting outside school hours. Group numbers typically varied between 
five and fifteen. 

Working alongside gallery staff, artists and external consultants, the groups 
considered different routes into thinking about art and exploring its relation to 
contemporary issues, personal experience and the world both within and outside the 
gallery. The project aimed to work in collaboration with education teams at partner 
galleries, facilitated by Veronica Sekules as Tate’s project manager. In each instance, 
the project also reached a wide range of staff in the museum. Curators were involved, as 
were design staff, technicians and in some cases marketing and publication departments. 
The overall lead was however given to the young people, who then chose loans of 
works of art from the Tate collections to be based in small exhibitions at each of the 
partner institutions. These same themes were then developed extensively in association 
with the works loaned, so that interpretations could be informed by the young people’s 
interests.  

The job of each group was to create dynamic ‘interpretive tools’ to accompany the 
exhibits from the Tate Collections which would help visitors to engage actively with 
modern and contemporary art, enjoy viewing it, and be stimulated to connect in new 
ways with ideas around it.  

From the outset, Tate and the partner museums required high production values for 
the tools themselves as it was thought that they would be created for display alongside 
the art they responded to. The emphasis on professional design had the added benefit of 
enabling the participants, for the first time, to experience the power of commissioning 
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professionals. Designers and IT specialists were brought in to bring the processes and 
preparatory work to fruition.  
 
Methods 

The work with young people aimed to develop a wide range of interpretative 
information and resources, from knowledge or experience not usually associated with 
art in museums. Teaching and project management methodologies aimed to encourage 
and empower the young people, treating them as equals within professional teams. The 
project gave the co-ordinating teams the opportunity to explore how to encourage non-
specialists or non-art-experts to have something serious to say about art and to offer 
something back to artists that related to important issues not only in their lives, but to 
life in general.  

Each group chose to focus on different issues and chose different artworks that they 
felt related to these issues. For example the Manchester group focussed on ‘Conflict and 
Resolution’, the Newcastle group on ‘Identity and the Circle of Life’, and the 
Birmingham group (consisting exclusively of Muslim girls) focussed on ‘Religion and 
Culture’ to reflect their status as an ethnic minority group.  
 
The interpretive tools 

All the tools have marked significant developments in interpretive work in galleries. 
The young people were very concerned to extend the field in which works of art are 
understood, incorporating not only their own perspectives, but those of other viewers. 
So, they wanted to allow different voices into the gallery, and so these tools were 
intended to shift the emphasis more towards the wider fields of enquiry and discussion 
stimulated by art, and to be less focussed directly onto the artwork and its story. These 
tools therefore became about wider conversations which art can enable for the viewer. 
They are above all concerned with what the work allows the interpreter to say. They 
allow viewers in the gallery to give something back to the artists.  
 
CASE STUDY 1 
The Laing Art Gallery, Tyne and Wear Museums, Newcastle 

Having developed the themes and devised the philosophy and broad methods for 
engaging the visitor, some groups (e.g., Sheffield, Birmingham, Newcastle, London) 
conceived of the tools as offering a new kind of tactile or playful experience, adding to 
the kinds of reflective engagement normally expected in the art museum. There were a 
number of instances, however, where the groups created significant content which in 
itself was interesting and needed to be incorporated as part of the product. Indeed it was 
often the case that the more the groups talked about the processes of working, the more 
it was evident that this was actually the interesting part. For example, the Newcastle 
group began with discussions about issues of identity, psychology and emotions, and 
the extent to which outer show could mask inner turmoil. Working with their facilitator 
Julie Watson and artist Allie Walton, they engaged in a great deal of practical project 
work, image making and creative writing. We first began to realise that we needed to 
use some kind of digital technology at this point, in order not to lose the creativity of the 
processes. 

They borrowed Paula Rego’s ‘The Dance’, and continued thinking about how 
emotions are expressed in daily life. They wanted to create an interpretive tool which 
allowed expression of the artists, and their own meditations on experience, 
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incorporating sound and movement, mood, opening up interpretive process as a means 
of communication. We learned that Paula Rego made the painting just after the death of 
her husband as a meditation on the cyclical nature of life (hinted at by the circular dance 
by moonlight). Also, the London bombings of July 7th occurred during this phase. So 
the team wanted an element of randomness to their delivery. The solution they chose 
was to present their images, texts and sounds randomly via a customised fruit machine, 
‘The Bandit’ which the visitor could activate by means of spinners, and then receive a 
printed out message directing them to a further interactive area where they could create 
their own images. In their words, the aims of the Bandit were: 

 to support the viewers engagement with The Dance, to challenge their 
preconceptions, and encourage them to connect with their own feelings, relating 
to their own experiences; 

 to make people stop, look, think, to engage their emotions as well as their minds. 
It has to be said that this machine, noisy and brash, did challenge the values of the 
institution – which is partly what the young people wanted to achieve. 

Of the three tools which engaged with multimedia technology, this was the one that 
did not really offer visitor participation (other than random access to content), which the 
other two did. But the significant point here was that the technology allowed their work, 
their process to be part of the product, so it became literally a tool for interpretation. 
 
Some responses 
The team wrote: 

• Mixed response, but in general favourable. Laing Audience challenged by this?  
• Probably liked this less, as there was a contrast. 
• Maybe people were intimidated by it. 
• Children from 3 to 8 loved it. 
• Artists loved it. 

Public responses (comments book): 
• “We wanted to see their own work.”  
• “Liked the interactive part of the room, the painting is interesting in relation to 

this.”  
• “Interesting work particularly the interactive video audio text.”  
• “Judith and Darren – We dance together.” 
• “People start with their own knowledge or interest (contemporary/traditional).” 
• “It was quite a traditional piece, however the interpretation was not.” 

 
Technology partner 

Heritage Multimedia Limited [4] was the commercial partner invited to participate in 
the Visual Dialogues project from the early stages, working in a creative capacity with a 
number of the project teams. The company, extremely experienced in large multimedia 
projects in commercial as well as museum settings also had the artistic knowledge we 
needed, having been founded by art school graduates. They advised on, and 
demonstrated, how technology could be used within the projects to engage an audience, 
promote interactivity and enhance the interpretation of a given subject. A key part of 
their role was to ensure that technology was used to extend the creative process. It was 
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used as a facilitating tool, not as an end in itself. The main point was always to enable 
the ideas generated by the teams of educators and young people to find their best 
expression, not to show off technology for its own sake. 

As the projects progressed it became clear that a key theme for all of the interactives 
was that they should facilitate a two-way ‘conversation’ with the artworks, not 
presenting pre-defined interpretive content, but providing visitors with the ability to 
enter into the processes of interpretation. The ‘interactives’ could therefore become a 
conduit for the visitors to enter into, and experience, the groups’ ways of thinking, 
interacting with the artworks in new and dynamic ways.  
 
CASE STUDY 2 
Manchester Art Gallery 

Creative Consultants, led by artist Katy McCall, developed the Visual Dialogues 
project for Manchester Art Gallery. The Creative Consultants are a lively, long-term, 
peer-led volunteer group of 15 to 25 year olds who advise the Gallery on how to appeal 
to young people.  

The theme chosen by the Creative Consultants’ centred on ideas of conflict and 
resolution, arrived at after a number of workshops in the Manchester and Tate galleries 
with Veronica Sekules. Conflict and Resolution was then explored through two 
important works on loan from Tate Britain: Jacob Epstein's sculpture, ‘Torso in Metal 
from The Rock Drill’ and Tracey Emin’s appliqué blanket ‘Hate and Power can be a 
Terrible Thing’. Both works dealt with war, the Epstein, made in response to the First 
World War, was cut down from its original monumental scale in the light of his own 
disillusionment with the violence to his friends and country. The Emin was made 
following the Falklands war and, in contrast to the Epstein, uses sharp and aggressive 
phrases, apparently shouting in protest. 

The Creative Consultants were 
intrigued by the contrast between 
the mute male response and the 
articulate female and wanted to 
create a device that would meet the 
following objectives:  

• Enable people to create links 
between artworks and ideas 
in the galleries; 

• Demonstrate that personal 
experience is important; 

• Create social interaction; 
• Engage all of the senses; 
• Enable people to understand 

that interpretation is affected by context. 

 
Figure 1. ‘Intelligence 

Centre’, Manchester Art Gallery. 

Working with Heritage Multimedia, we created the ‘Intelligence Centre’, an 
interactive multimedia device themed as a military command and control desk designed 
to elicit visitors’ personal responses to the artworks. The ‘Intelligence Centre’ held no 
predetermined interpretive content, instead a series of questions were designed to guide 
visitors through an exploration of conflict and resolution inspired by the two artworks. 
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The ‘Intelligence Centre’ read each question to the visitor using ‘text to speech’ 
software deliberately chosen to deliver the audio in a robotic computer generated voice, 
representative of the Rock Drill. Using ‘text to speech’ software also enabled questions 
to be easily trialled and modified. 

The visitor responded to each question by writing directly onto a screen. This was 
analysed by handwriting recognition software and read back, using the text to speech 
software, to confirm their entry. The questions were designed so that as the visitor 
answered them, the interactive built up a structured personal response to the artworks. 

Having completed the questions the visitor was asked for ‘Permission to Fire’ (a 
quotation from the Emin blanket). The visitor then pressed the ‘fire’ button and their 
words were ejected, in rapid succession, over a Tannoy system into the gallery; 
recreating the vitriolic nature of the Tracy Emin artwork. During this broadcast, the 
‘Intelligence Centre’ produced a printout providing the visitor with a record of their 
response in the context of each question and in relation to the work of the artists. 

The responses of visitors that gave ‘Permission to Fire’ were stored in a database and 
shown as objects on the radar screen. Selecting an object allowed visitors to listen to 
their entry again, or experience the perspective of others. As visitors listened to other 
people’s thoughts, the ‘Intelligence Centre’ provided triggers for their own thought 
processes and fresh starting points for investigation of the exhibition. 

The nature of the ‘Intelligence Centre’ meant that the interpretation adapted to suit 
how each visitor interacted with the exhibition, changing with their mood and personal 
responses. 

The exhibition was on display in the gallery from October 2005 till February 2006. 
During the course of the exhibition there were over 40,000 visitors to Manchester Art 
Gallery. 
 
Some responses 
“The interactive asked the visitor a series of questions about themselves, the artworks 
and their views, encouraging the visitor to think about the artworks in several contexts 
and engage with the works on a personal level. The success of the interactive was 
amazing, not only did visitors really enjoy using it they were empowered by how much 
they knew already about the artworks.”  

– Katy McCall, team leader  
 
“Interesting. This is a good idea I like the fact it answers no questions it just provokes 
thought.” 
 
“I have never before thought so hard in 5 minutes in my lunch hour.” 

– Gallery invigilator 
 
“Very cool, makes you think about your life.” 

– Scotty, Australia. 
 
“Fantastic project, really professional interactive and display; well done!” 

– Morigan, Wales. 
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“I enjoyed the interactive thing; it did encourage us to think about connections and the 
vulnerability inherent in the Rock Drill piece. I also saw the blanket in a different way 
when asked to think about it representing Emin’s shouts, rather than a piece about hate 
dressed up as ‘pretty’.” 

– Margaret, Wythenshaw. 
 
“Volatile visual display of thoughts, great impact.’  

– Steve, Stoke on Trent 
 
CASE STUDY 3 
Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery 

A group of young people, all Muslim girls, studying art 'A' level at Small Heath 
School in Birmingham, were invited to develop the Visual Dialogues project for 
Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery. Strongly interested in matters of culture, and 
motivated to communicate about their backgrounds as articulate British Asian women, 
they named themselves Cultural Fusion. The project was coordinated locally by 
Karamjit Bains, Trish Peate and managed by Richard Statham. Cultural Fusion’s 
exhibition project eventually concentrated on ideas of cultural identity and the 
contemporary politics of war and religion. These themes were explored through their 
Tate loans: Christopher Nevinson’s First World War painting, ‘Bursting Shell’; Mona 
Hatoum’s installation of a dysfunctional child’s cot as incarceration, ‘Incommunicado’; 
and Rasheed Araeen’s photo-collage, ‘Bismullah’, about comparative religions.  

The challenge set by Cultural Fusion was to create an 
interpretive tool that would meet the following 
objectives in enabling people to:  

• understand the cultural significance of objects; 
• understand that objects have different meanings 

in different cultures; 
• understand that meanings can change when 

objects are viewed together; 
• explore the significance of objects in their own 

culture; 
• explore the artworks through their own culture 

and that of others. 
First of all the group did extensive workshop activity 

with the whole project team, including several artists, 
the most influential among them being Karl Foster. He 
brought to the group a level of critical thinking about the meanings generated by 
combinations of objects, and how meanings shifted as objects and therefore contexts 
were changed, which enabled them to make the necessary links between culture and 
objects. With Karl, the group invented a kind of game whereby we linked objects to the 
three loans from the Tate, these being objects related to them by theme or by some 
formal quality, such as shape (e.g., the group had chosen Nevinson’s Bursting Shell 
because they liked its spiral composition as much as its subject content). Participants 
were invited to place objects in pairs and then write a response. Then an object could be 
replaced by another, to change the meaning. After extensive trials and experiments, we 
realised that we needed to introduce a digital underpinning to this game in order to 

 
Figure 2. ‘Culture 

Formula’, Birmingham 
Museum and Art Gallery. 
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make it truly interactive. Continuing to develop the prototype with Chris Parker from 
Heritage Multimedia, we worked out a means to introduce technology in such a way as 
to increase the intellectual content of the game as well as its delivery of responses to the 
visitors’ enquiries. 

To achieve Cultural Fusion’s objectives Heritage Multimedia helped us to create 
what they named the ‘Culture Formula’, an interactive designed to explore the cultural 
significance of objects. The ‘Culture Formula’ aimed to help the visitor understand the 
artworks through their references and associations, and to explore their meanings when 
viewed together. It also enabled visitors to identify with, and understand the creative 
process by which various works of art have been conceptualised and developed. The 
‘Culture Formula’ consists of fifty-four acrylic boxes, each containing a different 
object, and an interactive table. The visitor started by choosing two boxes, placing them 
on the table in the ‘formula’ marked out for them. The interactive, having automatically 
recognised which objects had been chosen using RFID technology, then prompts the 
visitor to consider what the combination of objects means to them. They then enter this 
personal meaning into the interactive using an on-screen keyboard. The visitor is invited 
to repeat this process twice more, changing one of the objects each time and entering a 
new meaning into the interactive. As the visitor works through this process, the 
interactive constructs a ‘meaning trail’, enabling them to see how changing an object 
alters what the formula has meant to them.  

An important aspect of the exhibit was for the visitor to understand that cultural 
background can determine what objects and their combination mean. To support this, 
the ‘Culture Formula’ enabled the visitor to listen to the meaning Cultural Fusion 
members placed on the chosen objects. Having completed the ‘Culture Formula’ the 
visitor is presented with a printed copy of their meaning trail encouraging them to 
interact further with the artworks, and other visitors, through the use of this process.  

The exhibition was on display in the gallery from January to May 2006. The 
interactive is now cited permanently in the museums Learning Centre and has been 
adapted to generic content appropriate to the museum’s holdings. 
 
Some responses 
“The best piece of work I have ever seen in recent times. Thanks for a fantastic 
interactive experience.” 
 
“Through the project, BMAG has acquired a really high-quality interactive which can 
be used for education work in the future and which is a credit to the gallery, enabling 
visitors to engage with complex issues of cultural identity in an understandable and 
accessible way.” 

– Richard Statham, Head of learning, BMAG 
 
“It was the most special event that I have been involved in and I feel very proud to be a 
part of it all. Thank you BMAG.” 

– Amena, Cultural Fusion member  
 
“A very successful exhibition probing you to explore the vastness of culture and our 
own ideas, personality and identity.” 

– G. Capewell  
  
“The best piece of art work I have ever seen in recent times. Thanks for a fantastic 
interactive experience.” 

10.8 
 



EVA London Conference ~ 11–13 July 2007 
Veronica Sekules and Felicity Allen 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

 
“This is modern art at its best. Not silly and devoid of talent but deep, meaningful, it 
makes you think.” 
 
“They make one think of memories past and memories yet to be discovered! It is an odd 
thing culture, brings many different kinds of people together. It is a nice exhibit!” 

– Brooke x 
 
“I like the idea that you can express your own feelings. I like it. This is good.’ 
 
“Interesting. This is a good idea I like the fact it answers no questions it just provokes 
thought.” 
 
“COOL, no COOOOOOOOOOOOOOOL exhibition. Great selection and arrangement 
of themes.” 

– J. Heidrich, Germany, 4.4.2006 
 
“I enjoyed the interactive thing & it did encourage us to think about connections.” 
 
“The piece generates huge interest from visitors to the gallery, who have left many 
positive comments.” 
 
“I like the idea that you can express your own feelings. I like it. This is good.” 
 
QUALITIES OF THE INTERACTIVE TOOLS  

Here we present some thoughts on the value and special qualities of the interactive 
tools produced by Chris Parker of Heritage Multimedia. 
 
Interactivity  

The projects delivered new and innovative combinations of technology to enhance 
interaction not only with the exhibits themselves but also between the visitors. The 
interaction was dynamic, not limited to a static presentation of predetermined content, 
but created from the input of the visitors, growing in breadth and depth over time. The 
interaction was inclusive requiring minimal, if any, knowledge of technology. The 
exhibits promoted collaboration with other visitors and encouraged people to interact 
with each other in environments that can be traditionally solitary.  
 
Benefits to the development of interactivity and its role in arts and culture  

Through the project new groups of people were introduced to innovative forms of 
interactivity. The museums and galleries experimented with new ways of engaging and 
interacting with both their audience and their collections. Forging more direct 
connections between artwork and audience, and equipping visitors with greater skills to 
interpret and enjoy what they see. The interactions were developed as creative works by 
the audience that the museums and galleries wish to reach out to and communicate with.  
 
Enhancing or representing artistic or cultural endeavours  

Concerning representing the art, culture and endeavours of their creators in their own 
right, the exhibits provided a means through which the visitor could understand and 
participate in the creative processes of the artist. The interactives were the artistic and 
cultural endeavours of the individuals involved in the projects.  
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Extending the reach of arts and culture to a wider audience  
The project, and its outputs, stimulated a wide range of people to become engaged in 

art and culture, and new forms of interpretation. The most powerful example of this can 
be found in the feedback of the participants and visitors themselves:  
 

“Two of the girls came over to BMAG on Friday to discuss doing work 
experience here. They said that this project opened their eyes to what a museum 
can offer and quoted ‘it now feels a bit like home’, ‘we know the piece and we 
know the rooms’, ‘the idea of gallery and boring has gone out the window’. They 
felt that it has been a great experience for them and wanted to know more about 
working within a museum by doing their work experience here.” 

– Karmi Bains, Birmingham Museums & Art Gallery project coordinator 
 
See also the responses after each case study above. 
 
SUMMARY 

All of the tools make significant developments in interpretive work in galleries. 
Normally interpretation, in the form of a label, gallery text or audio guide, will direct 
attention more closely towards and around the work, exploring its making, its culture, 
its background stories. But because the intention of this project was to allow different 
voices into the gallery, these tools shift the emphasis more towards the wider fields of 
enquiry and discussion that the works stimulate. They are concerned with what the work 
allows the interpreter to say. Also, all the young people were very concerned to extend 
the field in which the works are understood, incorporating not only their perspectives, 
but those of the viewers. They allow viewers in the gallery to give something back to 
artists. 

Tate Britain developed the project and invited Dr Veronica Sekules to manage the 
project. She was seconded to Tate from the Sainsbury Centre for Visual Art, University 
of East Anglia. Research on the programme was undertaken by a team from the 
University's Centre for Applied Research in Education. The use of computer technology 
has enabled the process to be part of the products in each gallery. Computer technology 
and design for the tools in Manchester, Newcastle and Birmingham has been supplied 
by Chris Parker of Heritage Multimedia. The Visual Dialogues recently completed its 
second year of programme under the management of Rebecca Heald, working with the 
same galleries, and is now about to embark on a third year and will include an 
international programme. 
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APPENDIX 
 
OVERALL CONTACT DETAILS 
Tate Britain, Head of Interpretation and Education, Felicity Allen: 
felicity.allen@tate.org.uk; T. 020 7887 3989. 
Project Manager, Veronica Sekules: v.sekules@uea.ac.uk; T. 01603 592 465; 0773 633 
6461. Address: Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts, University of East Anglia, Norwich, 
NR4 7TJ, United Kingdom. 
 

See also: 
• http://www.tate.org.uk/national/visualdialogues 
• http://www.uea.ac.uk/care/Visual_Dialogues/Vis_Welcome.html  

 
BRIEF DETAILS OF EACH PROJECT 
 
Sheffield 

The Sheffield group, from Longley Park School worked on a pilot project, in 2004–
5, concerned with issues of gender and identity. Together with artists Jane and Lynda 
Leigh and design from the Workhaus, they produced a collection of resources for an 
innovative adult ‘play area’ for an exhibition of Twentieth century figure sculpture. 
Then they made a DVD image show and a card response game in relation to two Tate 
sculptures: Elizabeth Frink’s ‘Goggle Head’ and Reg Butler’s ‘Ophelia’. Some of these 
works may now be seen in the foyer of the school where they are continuing to provide 
enjoyment in the daily lives of students. 
 
Contact: Caroline Krzesinska, 01142782615 
 
Manchester 

Creative Consultants, the group at Manchester Art Gallery run by artist Katy McCall, 
became interested in issues of conflict and resolution. They borrowed Jacob Epstein’s 
‘Torso from Rock Drill’ and Tracey Emin’s blanket ‘Hate and Power is a Terrible 
Thing’, both works concerned with war in very different ways. As their interpretive 
tool, they commissioned a cyborg-like ‘Art Navigation Device’ based on radar screens 
used by the military, and using computer technology to steer the viewer through a 
process of negotiating relationships between personal feelings and experience and 
responses to complexities in the art. 
 
Contact: Sara Holdsworth; s.holdsworth@manchester.gov.uk 0161 235 8840; Katy 
McCall: katyrmccall@hotmail.com 0161 235 8855. 
 
Newcastle 

US (or United Students) is the name chosen by the Laing Art Gallery group in 
Newcastle, who worked with Learning officer Julie Watson and artist Allie Walton. 
Their interests in relationships, emotional attachments and identity led them to borrow 
Paula Rego’s ‘The Dance’. Through working with this painting, they became concerned 
with the cycle of life, the randomness of fate. They explored the performative in 
everyday life, music, movement and symbolism. Their tool is a kind of adapted fruit 
machine, computer driven, which allows this process to be explored by the viewer in 
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front of the work of art. Invited to ‘Dance with US’, the viewer presses the spinners 
which stop to trigger a sequence of sounds and images created by US in response to 
‘The Dance’. 

On show 15 December 2005 – 26 March 2006. 
 
Contact: Julie Watson: Julie.watson@twmuseums.org.uk; 0191 211 2104 
 
London 

The Visual Dialogues group at Tate Britain, led by artist Sarah Carne and Head of 
Young Peoples’ Programmes, Tina Corri, chose to work with an early painting by 
David Hockney ‘The Third Love’. Making ingenious use of its subject, homosexuality 
and the practice of ‘cottaging’, they invite viewers to telephone the numbers which they 
will find embedded in cryptic fashion in the painting. Relevant numbers deliver 
recorded messages from curators, artists and members of the group, relating to the 
painting. Number 69 advises viewers to visit the toilets where they will find specially 
adapted cubicles offering invitations to add messages of love on specially provided 
graffiti walls. These may then be transmitted to the TV screen in the gallery next to the 
painting. 

On show 10 January – 5 March 2006. 
 
Contact: Felicity Allen: felicity.allen@tate.org.uk; T.020 7887 3989. 
 
Birmingham 

Cultural Fusion, the group in Birmingham Art Gallery are working on ideas of belief 
and culture, as seen from their perspectives as British Asean Muslims. They have 
chosen three works, ‘Bismullah’ by Rashid Araeen, ‘Bursting Shell’ by Christopher 
Nevinson and ‘Incommunicado’ by Mona Hatoum, which allow them to explore current 
tensions, but in a positive light. Working with coordinator Karamjit Bains and artists 
Hetain Patel and Karl Foster, they have created an object interpretation game whereby 
the viewer is invited to select two objects and write their interpretations on a screen, 
then to change an object to change the meaning. Their choices trigger recordings of 
Cultural Fusion’s own interpretations and statements about culture. 

On show 31 January – 26 March 2006. 
 
Contact: Karamjit Bains: karamjit.bains@birmingham.gov.uk; 0121 303 7389; Richard 
Statham: Richard.statham@birmingham.gov.uk; 0121 303 2782. 
 
Quotations from people who observed the project or used the tools 
 
“I worked for years in the borough of Camden as a psychologist helping young people 
with their personal problems, and I got nowhere near as good or interesting 
communication with them as you did. My girls kept clamming up with embarrassment 
when I interviewed them, but working with art allows respondents to be so much more 
open and creative in their discussion of issues in a way that does not threaten or expose 
them.” 
 
Gallery invigilator testing the Manchester pilot: 
“I knew nothing about these works before I did this. I am amazed at how much I have 
learned in 5 minutes in my lunch hour by using this tool.” 
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