Community Conversations at the Horniman Museum
Episode 2: Sharing Knowledge

[bookmark: _Hlk17129236]Tom Fearon:	Hello, and welcome to the Community Conversations podcast with the Horniman Museum and Gardens, here we aim to provide you the listener with an insight into some of the challenges faced by community members and researchers.

Chinelo Njaka:	And by community members we mean those users of the museum whose heritage is represented in the collections, the anthropology collection at the Horniman contains around 80,000 objects, only a fraction of which are on display.  Located in South London the museum serves a diverse community who we feel should have equal and meaningful access to the objects, both on display and in storage.  But often we hear that community members face unique challenges when accessing, researching, and contributing knowledge to the collections.

Sancha Gaere:	For this mini podcast series we have been having conversations with community members, community researchers, and arts and heritage practitioners who have experience in navigating the barriers they have faced when working with the Horniman, as well as the heritage sector more broadly.  These barriers are often due to the colonial histories of museums, including the Horniman and we feel it is important to begin removing these barriers, especially for community members.  So you can also consider this podcast a resource for accessing the collections yourself.

Tom Fearon:	Since the beginning of 2022 the Horniman has been working on developing a community support space, that would provide online resources and content aimed at increasing access for community members.  This is a project funded by the museum’s association.  Working with a group of African and Caribbean community members we’ve been listening to their concerns, to develop a space that begins to help navigate these issues.

Sancha Gaere:	The podcast will provide an honest reflection on the shortcomings of existing museum knowledge and provide listeners with some of the tools they might need to engage with the collections on their own terms.

Chinelo Njaka:	In this series we’ll be having conversations about access, thinking about how community members can share their unique knowledge about the collections, reflecting on intangible histories represented in the museum collections and we will also hear from community researchers about their own research journeys.  And we’re your host, Chinelo L, Njaka, PhD.

Tom Fearon:	Tom Fearon, coordinator for the project at the Horniman.

Sancha Gaere:	I’m Sancha Gaere, also a coordinator for the project.

Chinelo Njaka:	In this episode we’ll be discussing the theme of sharing knowledge.

Sancha Gaere:	Museums like the Horniman are often considered spaces for learning, but what knowledge do they hold and who does this knowledge belong to?

Chinelo Njaka:	Often knowledge around the collections in the Horniman is deeply colonial and can tell us more about the problematic concerns of collectors, rather than the cultures and lives these objects represent.

Sancha Gaere:	This highlights the need for the Horniman to create spaces for the sharing of knowledge, opening space for the unique expertise and knowledge of community members to be incorporated into what we know about the collections goes some way to decolonising the collection.

Chinelo Njaka:	Yes, and through this community members are able to reclaim the heritage that is represented at the Horniman.

Sancha Gaere:	Today we’re delighted to be joined by two guests, we have JC Niala who’s the former keeper of anthropology at the Horniman, a heritage worker, researcher and writer, we also welcome Jean Thompson who is a Horniman community member and contributor to the development of the community support space on the Horniman webpage.  They’ll be discussing the theme of sharing community knowledge with us today.  JC and Jean, a warm welcome, thank you so much for joining us today.

JC Niala:	Thank you so much for having us.

Sancha Gaere:	So the International Council of Museums defines that a museum should operate and communicate ethically, professionally, and with the participation of communities.  Offering varied experiences for education, enjoyment, reflection, and knowledge sharing.  So in tune with today’s theme of knowledge sharing and this mention of the word community, do you both think museums and that includes the Horniman effectively achieve this, and we would love you to especially reflect on whether this applies to sharing community knowledge.  JC maybe we could hear from you first.

JC Niala:	Thank you, I mean there are a couple of things that I do think with regards to this, I’ll start off with, you know, on a high note.  I do think that this incredible work, just like we’re having, the conversation we’re having now, that’s happening at the Horniman that really does facilitate that knowledge sharing.  And I think you know, there’s other really good examples from many different museums around the country, I always like to give a shout out as well to the Migration Museum who do incredible work without collections, which I think is also interesting.  And they’re very good at sharing community genealogies, community histories, but I guess if I was to maybe approach it a little bit more critically, especially when it comes to community knowledge, are museums best placed to be the places for knowledge sharing?  And perhaps what museums might be better at doing is being facilitators or connectors for those communities but also not to be centred in that process.  I think that museums still have work to do in terms of you know, they’re very extractive histories, and so I’d be interested to hear what Jean has to say.  Because I think when we talk about community knowledge ultimately it is best sitting within those communities, but I acknowledge the fact that museums have access to different communities that they can then connect as well so I think that, you know, that’s another interesting aspect of the work that they can do.

Sancha Gaere:	Thank you so much for sharing JC, and Jean do you have any thoughts to share with us?

Jean Thompson:	Yeah, when you talk about community knowledge, I’ve got quite a bit of my knowledge from museums, I’ve had to rely on the museums for what I want to know about my history, and things about myself, yeah.  It’s been through the museums, so yeah I think they – I would say that the museums are ideal place for communities to learn about themselves.

Chinelo Njaka:	Following on from that Jean, why do you think sharing knowledge in museums like the Horniman is important for community members?

Jean Thompson:	Because, you know, let me just give one for instance like the Black Lives Matter, that’s kind of a community thing as well.  Knowing that you can go to the museums to have more awareness of what’s going on, feedback for who we are as individuals, even schools, communities in the schools, you know, I remember as a child going to the museums and learning a lot, you know?  And I think a lot of children in the community that is there – that’s their only way to know what’s going on.  It is through museums, that you see like little posters, this is events going on in the museum, sometimes you walk past and you see little stickers and you go, oh my god, look, didn’t even know that, let’s go to the museum and find out what’s going on.

Sancha Gaere:	Thank you so much for sharing your experiences Jean, and the positive attributes of what museums can offer.

Chinelo Njaka:	Yeah, so JC in light of your comments about the role of museums, and sharing knowledge, do you think that sharing knowledge in museums like the Horniman is important for community members?

JC Niala:	I have to say I was incredibly moved by what Jean said, and I think this can sometimes be the, you know, when you’re a heritage professional like I am you spend so much time thinking about how can we make things better.  So what Jean talked about I could completely relate to, I used to go to museums all the time when I was younger, I think in diasporic communities they offer a memory, they offer a storehouse, they offer a place for diasporic communities to collect.  But also what I loved about what Jean said was that it was very active and very present.  I think, you know, sometimes and I’m certainly guilty of this, spend a lot of time thinking about more historic collections, but museums are alive, and to – I think that knowledge, you know, even just the practical knowledge like Jean was talking about.  Of where people can access things, what’s happening in the community, I think that is a really powerful thing that museums can offer.  And I suppose now if I’m going to put my plug in for the Horniman, what I think the Horniman does really well is because of the different spaces it offers, as well.  Having different types of knowledges, so there’s the more traditional galleries, but then you also have community knowledge that is held literally in the soil outside the museum.  All those different plants, all the animals that live there, they hold knowledge that sits in the heart of its community.

Chinelo Njaka:	Thank you JC, so in what ways do you find that community members want to share knowledge?

JC Niala:	So and I guess my biases are coming out here, a wonderful example from the Horniman which I still think about really regularly was an African and Caribbean community elder who did incredible work on masquerade, and for anybody listening you can find this resource on the website.  And what I loved about it is she had done incredible research, she also had her family history around masquerade, and she wanted to reach you know, a wider community.  And this is where museums can work really well with community members, I mean I remember when her resource – so she created a resource about masquerade, particularly for children and young people, and she developed it with the learning team based on her research.  And when it first went out initially 400 people accessed it, you know, immediately.  And to me that was a perfect example of community knowledge reaching other people which the Horniman was really well placed to facilitate.  And it just, it yeah, it was a beautiful way in which intergenerational work can happen, using the infrastructure of an established institution and the wisdom from a community.

Chinelo Njaka:	Yes, I know the work and that’s by Scherin Barlow Massey, and we’ll include a link alongside the podcast.  Jean, in what ways do you find that community members want to share knowledge?

Tom Fearon:	Yeah, I mean I know in the past we’ve had conversations about kind of sharing knowledge between generations and –

Jean Thompson:	Oh my god, don’t get me started on this one [all laugh].

Chinelo Njaka:	Oh we want to get you started on it [laughs].

Tom Fearon:	Yeah, this is what we wanted.

Jean Thompson:	Integrational sharing of the knowledge, where do we begin?  I mean there’s two completely different generations, I have this conversation with my children and with youngsters all over the time, and I’m just going to put it simple as this.  My age generation and going back when you talk about your African descendants, you know, my boys look at me like this, yeah, what are you going to do, hang up a spear, someone naked running with a spear, they don’t want to see nothing like that.  They want to see what’s happening today, young black people if I can use the word, in society today, looking back at how our ancestors were portrayed, and how they integrate with everything from humans to technology today, is a completely different thing.  And they want to get involved, but I feel like they get left out, and the reason why I feel like they get left out is because we’re not in tune with them and how they are today.  And we’re going back from our old generations, I mean even when I talk about the Windrush generation, when I tell them about how our ancestors came over, and how they integrated in England today, and the racism and everything that they went through then.  I mean these young people they don’t look at it like that, they look at it like we’re part of the system, England, and things have just changed, and what I call the struggles they don’t see as the struggles, in fact they say mum get over it, we’re in 2022.

Sancha Gaere:	Thank you so much Jean for sharing an intergenerational perspective on knowledge sharing.  And I loved that you specifically mentioned the lack of being attuned to the needs of younger community members and the need to reflect on their current experiences.  And with that in mind we wondered if you both had a critique on maybe where museums have failed on this, and other aspects in the past, perhaps you had some thoughts as to why as well?

Jean Thompson:	I think when you talk about museums, and the reason why I say the young generation’s feel like they’ve been kind of left out, when I used to hear the word museums you think about going back from years and years, where some rich person had – i.e., some rich white person had brought artefacts into museums and then you assumed that it was only for the rich.  And so that was my intake on museums, I married an artist and when he started taking me to museums I realised, oh my god, I can go to any museum, I can see all these works, and it’s interesting, and it relates to my life, and I can bring my children.  All these things have been interesting, and I think with young, young people, I think we need to go into more schools, we need to go into more colleges, and we need to let them aware, look there’s something in there for you, there’s something that you can recognise within yourself, and I think it’s more awareness to youngsters that need to be put out there.

Sancha Gaere:	Thank you so much Jean.  JC, we wondered if you had any reflections on this as well, as to how museums might have failed in the past or could do better?

JC Niala:	I mean I’d actually just pick up with what Jean said, and I think it’s been about the invitation, you know, there’s the wonderful thinker, Achille Mbembe he talks a lot about the invitation the institutions should extend to communities who they should be serving, and about how it needs to iterative.  But also I was really, again I was really touched on by what Jean said when she married an artist, that was what her invitation was, because there was a recognition there.  And so I think that it’s, you know, first of all the repeated invitation, the welcoming you know, and I read something once that really moved me, when a community member said, you know, “I just needed somebody to hold my hand and walk me through the door.”  And I think that museums haven’t been so good at that handholding in the past, and that’s thankfully starting to change, but then once community members are in the door exactly like Jean said there has to be some recognition, how will they see themselves reflected in what’s in the museum, can they make themselves reflected, can they be the ones deciding what the museum looks like so it speaks to them.

Sancha Gaere:	We were wondering if you could please tell us a bit about your work with the Rethinking Relationships project which you did here at the Horniman, and the kind of knowledge sharing that happened there?

JC Niala:	So the Rethinking Relationships project started off actually it was an in person project, and it was working across four museums, so it was the Horniman, the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford, MAA in Cambridge, and World Museum Liverpool.  And it was really to think about the futures of African collections, being held in European museums, and then of course the pandemic happened so we had to move it online.  And I think one of the biggest learnings for me was that it’s actually possible to do a lot of collections work online, we sometimes feel that, you know, if you can’t, you know, get into the museum or get into the stores and see the objects for yourself, that you know, there’s no conversation to be had.  But actually working with community members in the diaspora, and in Kenya and Nigeria, and we worked with over ninety in the end, it showed the kind of – what the digital is able to facilitate.  But in terms of knowledge sharing, what I absolutely loved about the project was the best conversations didn’t happen in the museum, they happened between family community members who had taken objects, images from collections online, WhatsApped them to grandparents in the village and said, “What’s this?”  And grandparents would phone them and say, “Well let’s talk about that,” and it was you know, it blew my mind kind of what that had – those conversations.  But also something and I think this is – was also of particular importance, was as we know that the African continent is made up of, you know, numerous nations, but even more communities.  And there can be quite a lot of friction between communities within nations, but what happened in the thinking relationships is community members and a large number of community members decided to research objects not from their own culture and community, but from other communities.  And so the knowledge sharing of people suddenly going, oh, we’re supposed to be traditional enemies, but having researched your objects I understand you now.  And people making connections that they would have otherwise not made, it really spoke to the power of what can happen when people are facilitated to engage through a curiosity and through an openness.

Chinelo Njaka:	Thank you, that’s really fascinating.  Jean, I know that you’re keen on sharing intergenerational knowledge and you mentioned before we started recording that having conversations with your elders about your heritage has not always been easy.  I’m wondering how do you think museums could facilitate these kinds of conversations between different generations?

Jean Thompson:	I think like what we’re doing now, having conversation now, I think the museum could invite different generations to have conversations on what they think, because you know, it’s so important we learn a lot from each other, and each generation’s views.  I mean I stamp in my views [laughs] and what I think of what my parents have told me into my children.  And they always switch it and say, we’re living in different times, it should be this, and it should be way.  So conversations like we’re having now are very important.  I mean I even told my son when I was having this conversation, with you guys, when I was doing this, when I told my son what I was going to be doing.  He said, “Well you know, we don’t want you stuck in your old era time, maybe I better come on there with you and give them an intake what it’s all about from my point of view,” [laughs].  Which was quite nice, but you know, and even I have like two generations, that’s my thirty year old, and twenty-five year old, and even my ten year old daughter’s view is completely different.  You know, she’ll look at me, and go, no mum it don’t quite work like that.  So I think if I went into a museum and I saw a poster saying, a view on youngsters experience on what they think of their heritage, I think I might go along there and see what they’re going to say, it’d be very interesting.

Sancha Gaere:	Thank you so much for sharing your experiences, Jean.  JC, earlier on you mentioned the possibilities of decentralising the museum’s role and power providing knowledge, and instead considering their potential as facilitators for community sharing.  And we wondered how both of you felt museums could create new spaces for conversation and the sharing of community knowledge, both within and between communities that is.

JC Niala:	At the risk of sounding entirely like an advert for the Horniman, I think [laughs] that one of the ways in which you know, to give really good examples like projects like 696 for example, which was an incredible project.  It really struck me because I was in a music project and I was at a function a couple of weeks ago, and people were talking about experiences that they’ve had in museums where they’ve really learnt something, and I mean Adem Holness who pulled that together did an incredible job.  And I think what museums can do is actually partner with people in communities and experts to deliver as Jean said education in a way that works for them, so the person who I was talking to about it said that they had no idea about the rich black British musical heritage for example.  And even things like where the name for the project came from, and the struggle and the conflict that black British people had in trying to express their musical heritage in the past.  And I think this is what museums can do really well is deliver things in ways that are immersive and exciting, so that the message is embedded, but it’s not like, you know, who wants to go and sit and listen, okay I’m an academic, I’d happily sit and listen to a lecture about music.  But you know, if you’re not who wants to do that, but if you can walk through what looks like a Caribbean front room and experience it, and listen to that music, and hear the voices of the people who lived through that time.  You know, that’s an entirely different way of learning, and of having that knowledge transmitted.

Jean Thompson:	Can I just add onto that what you just said, I went to the Brixton black archives, and I saw what you just said, and they’d done a display of what a living room looked like, and a Jamaican living room [laughs].  And I walked into there and it was just like going home, forty years ago, I don’t quite think museums know the effect it has on someone when you – I’m going to try to say this without crying.  I don’t think they realise the effect it has on an individual, you know, I remember walking in there and I remember just stopping for like three, five minutes, my father who passed away, it all just came back, everything came back.  My childhood came back, all happy memories, but it all flooded in within ten minutes.  Where I remember I was about eighteen and I didn’t know who I was, I couldn’t find myself, and I remember I went to the British Museum and I looked at the Egyptians, and I remember just feeling, oh my god, I felt this is where I come from.  You know, and when I say I don’t think museums know the impact it has on the individual, you know, you can even go there brazen to go, yeah, let me just have a quick look, what’s going on, and then there’s something that just captures you, and you’re like, this is me, this is who I am.  You know, no one ever told me this, but I’ve just seen this object and I can connect with this object, and find who I am.

Chinelo Njaka:	Thank you Jean, and considering your reflections on your visceral reactions to the exhibition at Black cultural archives in Brixton and at the Horniman, I’m wondering how do you think community members can contribute knowledge to the collections and reclaim knowledge in museums?

Jean Thompson:	Well I mean even just like that room that I went into, I mean somebody contributed to that, we’ve got so much technology now, and no doubt I’m sure if the museum says we’re doing this project, does anyone want to get involved, even if it’s just you know what, great, grandma left me this, whatever, whatever, let me just bring this in.  I think a lot of people do want to get involved, it’s just reaching out for them to get involved.

Sancha Gaere:	Thank you Jean.

Chinelo Njaka:	And JC, from your perspective as a keeper of collections, how would you suggest that community members can contribute to knowledge, to the collections and reclaim knowledge in museums?

JC Niala:	I mean I think, you know, Jean’s completely right, people do want to contribute, one of the things that I find really startling, especially when I was working quite intensively with African collections and I would tell people what I do, nine times out of ten they’d say, “Well can I contribute something?”  You know, so often we talk about the movement of objects back to the communities of origin, but we talk far less about what communities want to actually contribute, and I was very fortunate to work on a project at the Museum of Oxford, which was an ethical collecting project, and the Museum of Oxford realised that they didn’t have enough objects that reflected the communities who are currently in Oxford.  And it was amazing, I found out, you know, Oxford is known for these grand old buildings that have gargoyles on them, and as part of this project I find out some of those gargoyles are black, they’re black people who were actually the models for those gargoyles, we don’t know that.  And one of the families was incredibly generous and told us all about, you know, the ancestor who is one of these gargoyles, and he turned out to be an incredibly important man in Trinidadian history.  And I learnt so much that actually working with that family but also working with a Pakistani family who have a very important business in Oxford, when I spoke to them initially they said, “But we don’t – but this is just our stuff.”  And I think what museums can do is actually make people realise that their stuff is welcome and it is of importance and other people want to come and see it.  And the wonderful thing that’s happened now with those cases that were curated is you know, when museums say, oh you know, we want to diversify our audiences, well actually if you have the donations from those communities they will bring their friends, and their family, and their communities to come and see them.  And so I think it’s you know, it’s back to the invitation and making people feel welcome enough to want to be part of what’s happening.

Chinelo Njaka:	Thank you so much for sharing your thoughts, and thank you to both Jean and JC for joining us today.

JC Niala:	Thank you so much, it’s just it’s been wonderful to speak with you.

Jean Thompson:	Yeah, same, likewise.

Tom Fearon:	Thank you for listening to the Community Conversations podcast.

Chinelo Njaka:	We hope these conversations are useful to those of you who are currently exploring the collections, as well as any listeners who are interested to engage with the Horniman.

Sancha Gaere:	We’re always looking to develop our community support space so if you have any suggestions or feedback please do let us know.  You can find all of the details alongside this podcast.

Tom Fearon:	We would like to thank all of our guests and collaborators that made this podcast possible.


