Community Conversations at the Horniman Museum
[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 hosts, 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.  In this episode we’ll be discussing the theme of access.

Chinelo Njaka:	Museums have always had issues around access, whether as visitors or researchers, people who often find their heritage represented in museum collections can sometimes find the experience quite frustrating or alienating.

Tom Fearon:	Yeah, and this is something we’ve heard when working with community members on the community research hub project.  For example very few people know that they can arrange a visit to the Museum stores to view objects that are not on display.

Sancha Gaere:	And today to discuss some of these issues we’re very excited to be joined in conversation with two long time collaborators of the Horniman.  Pearl Hodgson West and Judy Joseph.  Both have been involved in various projects with the Horniman, including as community researchers, and as consultants in the development of the community support space, a big hello to you both.

Judy Joseph:	Hello.

Pearl Hodgson West:	Hello, thanks for having me here today.

Sancha Gaere:	You’re very welcome, lovely to have you both.

Tom Fearon:	So Judy, tell us a bit about your relationship to the Horniman.

Judy Joseph:	Well my relationship with the Horniman it’s as a visitor, as a researcher, and more recently as a participant in a community research project.  And I recall my very first visit to the Horniman was actually in August 2005, and I had arranged to meet with Dr Hassan Arero who at the time was the keeper of the Anthropology Department, I would say that time working on research for my masters the dissertation and the theme of that was Black History Month in museums and archives in London.  During that meeting I learnt that he was working on an exhibition project with an indigenous population in Guyana, though located in South America, as a former British colony Guyana has a Caribbean history.  I recall my sense of pride that the first black appointed curator by British Museum was spotlighting an aspect of Caribbean history, as we are in this talk focusing on access I reflect on Dr Arero’s generosity in giving me access to his time, knowledge and expertise.

Tom Fearon:	Judy, that’s great, I didn’t even know you had such a long history and relationship with the Horniman.

Judy Joseph:	Yeah, I’ve been reflecting on it recently, yes, yeah.

Tom Fearon:	And Pearl, how about you, what’s your relationship to the Horniman?

Pearl Hodgson West:	So I’ve been working as a community researcher at the Horniman for around three years now, it started during the lockdown period, and I was really, really excited to be part of that project, but I would say that my initial relationship with the Horniman actually started from childhood.  I was introduced to the museum by my father, Nicholas Hodgson, who was also a museums enthusiast, he’d been visiting the Museum since his childhood, and as a local to the area it’s just always been my go to museum.  I’ve been fascinated by everything it has to offer, seen a lot of change over the years, a lot of the collections and also was a volunteer back in around 2012, so I did actually get to go to Greenwich, North Greenwich and go to the areas where some of the collection pieces that aren’t on show are actually being stored.  And there was also collections handling workshops, engage sessions with children from the community, so yeah, it’s been quite an amazing journey for myself.

Sancha Gaere:	That’s incredible Pearl that you had a family connection as well as your own, I actually didn’t realise that, so yeah thank you so much for sharing.  As community researchers, visitors and supporters of the Horniman, what are both of your experiences of visiting the museum and how you engaged with the collections?  Judy maybe we’d love to hear from you first.

Judy Joseph:	Okay, well my subsequent visits to the Horniman had actually been infrequent, until this year when I revisited as a result of working on the research projects.  And I remember I found the museum absolutely transformed, there was this openness, and it was filled with light and very, very welcoming.  The world gallery was rather overwhelming, but it could be because I had done so much before going into it, so I’d planned to make another visit, just to focus on that gallery.

Sancha Gaere:	Pearl, do you have any particular memories, including engaging with the collections at the Horniman?

Pearl Hodgson West:	Yes, I mean I’ve always enjoyed the temporary exhibitions, like the most recent was the Hair exhibition, that was amazing and it was so well put together, I learnt a lot about hair that I hadn’t known myself.  And I also you know, I really, really enjoy the long term collections, like the world gallery and the natural history collections, the aquarium.  I think my only sort of wish would be that the museum could perhaps do rotating schedules of certain collections and objects to keep the experience fresh, and the narratives of the objects strong, because I think some objects have no narrative and all objects need a voice, so the observer can engage and immerse themselves with the knowledge and historical accuracy of what we house at the museum.

Chinelo Njaka:	It’s really interesting hearing both of you talk about accessing the museum, I’m wondering what kind of barriers you both have faced, either as a visitor or a researcher, Judy?

Judy Joseph:	I think for me when one thinks about barriers we immediately think about physical obstacles there, in particular, when thinking about the Horniman the first thoughts are accessing the hill in order to enter the gates of the museums.  Then there is the incline to access the museum itself, these could all be barriers, but fortunately personally they are not for me.  The ones that have affected me in the project have been to an extent geographical, because of my location to the museum, and my lack of digital [laughs] skills has affected my access to the objects online.

Chinelo Njaka:	That’s really interesting that you highlight the physical disabilities as well as perhaps neurodivergent sorts of accessibility issues.

Judy Joseph:	Yes, there are so many others, it’s also barriers which are around sensory, intellectual, emotional, financial, so although museums are free, it’s thinking about their cost to get there, and also when you’re in there, there are certain groups that we work with and it’s preparing them, you know, when you come to the museum.

Chinelo Njaka:	Pearl, what kind of barriers have you faced when accessing the museum?

Pearl Hodgson West:	Yeah, so as a neurodiverse visitor I’ve actually found [laughs] the acoustics in some of the gallery areas to be quite overwhelming, it can often feel like you’re actually in a swimming pool.  And it can be quite distracting, and disorientating, and I’m sure it’s like that for others that face these barriers, it can be you know, quite a lot to deal with whilst trying to look at collections and observe and take it all in.  I think I mentioned that to someone else that worked at the museum before.  I’m not sure that there’s a lot that could be done though because of the museum being a listed building, there’s only so much you can do with soundproofing.  But I guess with being a community researcher visiting the museum it’d be the reduced resources for my research, because it started during lockdown I couldn’t physically visit the museum or use MIMSY or the museum’s library, so I used the museum’s online resources.  But I found them to be quite limited, missing images, key information, some of the objects they didn’t even have information.  I mean around 90% of the archive collections are not on display, which is also a great shame, so I had to kind of source my information from other museums and even going far afield as abroad and looking at other museums in other countries.


Tom Fearon:	I think it’s so interesting that you both highlight the many forms of barriers to access that exist in museums, whether it’s physical or emotional, or whether it’s based around kind of accessing the collections themselves.  And these are all really important things to highlight, for improvement at the Horniman, but also kind of for new visitors to kind of think about what barriers might exist before they arrive.  But I know that kind of encountering these barriers can be really quite frustrating and what kind of emotions are raised for you when encountering these barriers, particularly around researching the collections as you mentioned Pearl.

Pearl Hodgson West:	I suppose it’s disappointing and frustrating, I mean I think with the introduction of the community research hub which I kind of helped to contribute to with its early conceptual development, the hub will allow for more easy access online and in person for the public and anyone interested to begin a research journey [laughs].  I think better signage would also be very helpful, sometimes you walk up to the museum and you sort of don’t know sort of which way to go, it can be a little confusing and disorientating.  I think there’s just little things that could be done to tweak it, the experience, and it could then be made a lot more enjoyable for all.

Tom Fearon:	Yeah, and I’m sure you’re not the only person who’s had these feelings Pearl, so I’m hoping that people who are listening can really kind of relate and agree, and yeah this is all kind of brilliant feedback for the museum as well.  Judy [laughs] I completely agree about the hill, that is the first barrier to access [all laugh], every morning when I cycle to the museum it’s a challenge.  But yeah what kind of feelings emerge for you when you’ve encountered these kinds of barriers?

Judy Joseph:	It depends on where I encounter them, it’s interesting because the hill at the Horniman, it brought back very pleasant memories [laughs] because it reminded me of Grenada, where [all laugh] my parents are from.  And it is just so hilly, so that was quite a pleasurable experience.  But at the same time I’m very, very aware of it would cause a lot of people who have got physical and other disabilities, the barriers that I find quite frustrating are barriers around things like signage, and the position of labels, that, and the size of labels [laughs].  It maybe because I probably need to change my lenses in my glasses, prescription [all laugh].  But I find that I’m having to get nearer and nearer to read the labels.  Also I think currently for me it’s the lack of written information, and I remember recently being very frustrated because I went to a large exhibition at Tate Modern, and there was no written information, that’s something that I find quite frustrating.

Sancha Gaere:	Judy and Pearl, thank you both for sharing your emotions and specific examples surrounding barriers to access.  We wanted to touch on the fact that both of you have carried out research at the Horniman and we were wondering how you’ve navigated some of these barriers to access, particularly around research.  Pearl, maybe you wanted to start on this.

Pearl Hodgson West:	Yeah, I personally found the current online resources that the Museum provides to be limited, dated, and quite difficult to navigate, as mentioned before a lot of information, pictures missing.  I did find it quite a hindrance in my own research journey, it was frustrating definitely, and I had to sort of do more outsourcing of information.  I mean it would be great, a positive move if museums could do like a shared object database on a global scale, so all museums could be linked with that information to help in that process for researching.  But I got there in the end, and my research I was able to use a lot of books, and that were kindly donated to me by Johanna, who works at the museum, and that really helped, but yeah initially I was a little bit sort of flattened by the access being so difficult with that.

Sancha Gaere:	Judy, do you have any ways that you’ve been able to navigate barriers to access, including through research?

Judy Joseph:	What I have had, I’m pleased it was really positive experience, of visiting the stores in order to view their objects, and the communication around arranging and making an appointment was really helpful.  Because of being facilitated by Tom, yourself, and also JC in the first instance.  And it’s knowing who to go to, and where to go to access the objects, and [laughs] interestingly although I’m very familiar with museums and their stores and so forth, I had totally forgotten that the objects I wanted to view would not be in the museum, that it would be somewhere else.  In the stores itself, I really enjoyed the opportunity of looking at the object, the facilitation around getting information and so forth was very, very useful.  I found that a very, very positive experience.

Tom Fearon:	Judy, I know that you’ve been researching nutmeg, can you describe a bit about that for me please?

Judy Joseph:	For me it’s sort of it always brings a smile to my face [laughs], because I just think it’s such an interesting object, and although it’s called a nutmeg it’s not actually a nut at all, so there is no allergic problems with handling it.  And it’s one of the things it’s interested me about, the nutmeg, is the opportunity to perhaps do a worksheet or use that as something to handle, as a handling object, it’s something not only can you touch and hold if you shake – if it’s in its shell you can actually hear the sounds that that makes.

Tom Fearon:	And that’s why I love the Horniman collections, because even from something so small and seemingly insignificant as nutmeg you can tell so many stories.

Judy Joseph:	I’m interested in it because initially I thought that object was from Grenada, and it – when I went to the stores to look at it I discovered that it’s actually from St Vincent, anyway a lot of things has come out of that.  But the reason I thought it was from Grenada is because Grenada is known as the spice island, trying to research that again has been interesting, the conflicting stories around the time and so forth.

Chinelo Njaka:	Why do you think accessibility is so important for community members?

Judy Joseph:	You know, equality of access and inclusion, you know, it should be really embedded in culture, and the structures of museums and cultural organisation, and not just seen as an add on, you know, an afterthought.  It should be a fundamental right to all people, we take it for granted, but it’s unfortunately it’s not everyone has access, and it’s certainly important for the community members to be able to decolonise and address the colonial legacy in the museums African and Caribbean collections.  And to work collaboratively with the museum teams curators and research the collections, to contribute information to give more complete and inclusive stories of the museum’s collection.  So in order for us to have change we must have access, and museums are for everyone, they should represent their communities, and the community led research raised awareness of, and widens access to the collections, and the communities, that the collections represent.

Chinelo Njaka:	Pearl, I’m wondering on what your take is on why accessibility is so important.

Pearl Hodgson West:	Yeah, I mean Judy’s kind of covered a lot of what I was going to say [laughs], it’s crucial for all, you know, access for all is something I think the Horniman definitely strives and is still striving to do, we all need to take part in the conservation of objects for the future as well.  And by having the appropriate access then this can continue, everybody has the right to it, and nobody should be excluded.

Tom Fearon:	Thank you both so much for all of your thoughts on access, and you know, I was going to ask what can the Horniman do to improve, and begin to remove those barriers to access, but I think you’ve provided us with so many [all laugh] thoughts and examples.  But I think conversations like this are really important place to start, and I’m hoping that any of our listeners might have some ideas, so if any listeners have thoughts on how to improve access please get in touch with the Horniman as well.

Sancha Gaere:	Yeah, a massive thank you to you both, Pearl and Judy for such a fantastic conversation, and everything you’ve shared with us, we wanted to end this episode with Pearl reading some extracts from her research which is titled, Exploring the Hidden African and Caribbean collections.  Pearl, over to you.

Pearl Hodgson West:	Thank you Sancha, yeah, so my research took me on quite a vast journey really looking at the Museum itself, and also local history that connected with the museum, along with other museums and it kind of all intertwined into one another.  And my initial inspiration was that finding out 90% of the collections at the Horniman are not on display, which really saddened me.  And it also caused a great deal of intrigue as to why, because museums are trusted spaces, but some objects housed by them really do need social reconstruction and re-education.  My ambition from my research was to see the hidden collections currently kept in storage put back on display, so yeah I’ll just read you a little extract from what I wrote.  ‘The Horniman Museum and Gardens has always been an integral part of my childhood and formed a basis for my early learning grounding, and perceptions of worldwide cultures.  Along with the founder, Frederick Horniman who opened the museum in 1901 I also recognise the people and my ancestors who have made it possible for me to do my work and research into the objects I have interests and passions about.  My aim with my studies and new role at the Horniman as a community action researcher of the African and Caribbean collections is to uplift the unseen and hidden collections which lay dormant in storage, educate, liberate and break down existing barriers and divisions created by colonial borders.  Collections need to be equalised and accurately described, decolonised from their Eurocentric shackles and enjoyed by all the way they should be.’

Sancha Gaere:	Thank you so much Pearl for sharing with us.

Pearl Hodgson West:	Do you want me to read anymore or –

Sancha Gaere:	Yes please if you’d like to.

Tom Fearon:	Yeah [laughs].

Pearl Hodgson West:	Yeah, I had one other one that I was sort of looking to read.  It was around Charles Harrington, he’s a Trinidadian costumier, he designed a piece called the Midnight Robber, it was donated and catalogued at the Horniman in around 1998, although I was disappointed that there wasn’t an awful lot more information to go with the piece.  I actually went on my little research journey and sort of tried to track him down, but I came to a bit of a dead end with that [laughs].  But the headdress was originally part of the African World’s permanent display, which is now the World Gallery.  It was situated on the lower ground floor, then the entrance section of the building, the headdress appears to be adorned and embellished with gold sequins, black and purple tassels, and velvet fabric.  It depicts a skeleton made from paper mâché and is painted white and black, it sits on a throne like gold chair, the headdress is steeped with political undertones and storytelling.  The Midnight Robber is a key carnival figurehead in Trinidad, the character represents and symbolises freedom of expression under colonial rule, resistance to oppression and often at the carnival the person wearing the costume of the Midnight Robber would boast of the vengeance he will wreak on his oppressors.  These pieces are an integral part of the world history of carnival and it is an exquisite piece cherished and housed at the museum, but sadly it’s currently now in storage, it would be wonderful if it could actually go back on display [laughs].

Tom Fearon:	That’s amazing Pearl, thank you so much for sharing.  And to you as well Judy, thank you so much, it’s been such an amazing conversation today and I hope our listeners have kind of taken something away from it as well.

Pearl Hodgson West:	Thank you.

Judy Joseph:	Yes, thank you.

Chinelo Njaka:	Yes, thank you so much.

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.

