My name is Rachael Lovering and I am the Social History Curator at Newport Museum and Art Gallery in South Wales.  As you can see from my not so snappy title, I’m going to talk about changing the Chartist displays at the museum, using internal funding
.  I’m structuring the talk by introducing Newport as a city and the museum service, covering the background to the chartist project, the funding source, the process; the design and build and all the different elements of the display
.  Then I’ll evaluate some of the positives and the negatives of working in-house with internal funding for such a project.  Finally I end on a high talking about the exhibition opening and our exciting celebrity guest!
INTRO: Newport 

I don’t know how many of you have heard of Newport in South Wales or know anything about it?  For those of you who don’t, Newport is a fairly new city (awarded city status by HM The Queen in her Golden Jubilee year of 2002). Its 10 miles from Cardiff and has a population of 137,000.   Newport has always been a multicultural town with communities of different nationalities settling there.  It really exploded as a town during the nineteenth century as a result of the Industrial Revolution.  1min Alongside Cardiff, it became a thriving port; shipping coal, iron and steel across the world from the South Wales valleys.   Since that ‘Golden Age’, Newport has seen some industrial decline, especially more recently with the shutdown of the steel manufacturing at Llanwern steelworks. 
Over the last few years, there has been some regeneration and investment to develop
 the city with new shopping centres and highways and a new riverfront area, in time to be host city for this year’s Ryder Cup, as you can see from this image of our fancy footbridge (and you can just see the museum building in the background).  There were plans for a massive redevelopment of the city and shopping centre, and this would have meant a transformation of John Frost Square where the museum is located.  Unfortunately this fell foul of the economic recession and means that John Frost Square has a number of empty shops, so looks a little sorry for itself!   Its probably fair to say that Newport has in recent years, suffered because it is so close to Cardiff and Bristol, larger cities which attract more investment.  However the Ryder Cup coming to Newport is seen as a huge benefit to the city and area and we have received money via the Welsh Assembly to ‘dress’ the city in time for the big event
 and the council has provided funding for the Newport Festival 2010, a series of community events running throughout the year across the city.  

INTRO: MUSEUM

Newport Museum and Art Gallery was established in 1888
 (this is a lovely image of the interior of the old museum in the 1900’s) and is a large city museum and art gallery and is now part of a wider museums and heritage service which includes Tredegar House (a 17th c. historic house), and the Newport Medieval Ship; a conservation project of a medieval ship found during construction of the Riverfront theatre and arts centre in 2002.  The museum and Art Gallery is located right in the city centre in John Frost Square next to a newly-developed shopping centre.  The building was purpose-built, but in 1968…so consequently this now means its falling apart…fabulous 1960’s architecture! Heres images of the entrance and the inside of the museum.  The
 museums service in Newport is, I believe, the second largest and oldest in Wales after Swansea.  The museum includes significant collections of social history, natural history, archaeology and decorative and fine arts.  

SOCIAL HISTORY: CHARTISM

The social history collections are large and varied as I’m sure many of yours are and include some key smaller collections including the archive for the design and construction of the Newport Transporter Bridge, local photographs and the Chartist collection, a selection of images, weapons, broadsheets, newspapers, silver and documents from the time of the Chartist protest in Newport in 1839, which have always been on permanent display in the museum.  

Chartism was the first national political movement in the 1800s with widespread working class support in Britain and it was very popular in South Wales.  The Chartists took their name from their manifesto, which they called The People’s Charter which caught the imagination of those ordinary people struggling with poor working and living conditions, of whom there were many in South Wales because of the boom of the industrial revolution in this area.  Basicially they thought if they could gain more political representation, they would be able to fight for better working and living conditions.  

So on 4th November 1839, thousands of local Chartists marched into Newport to protest about the rights of the ordinary working people.   Unfortunately the Mayor and troops were waiting for the chartists at the Westgate Hotel.  When they got there, shots were fired and chaos broke out.  Over 50 were seriously wounded and about 22 people killed – we don’t know the exact number because they were buried in unmarked graves.  The leaders were rounded up and arrested and put on trial in Monmouth.   
BACKGROUND TO CHANGE:

The old chartist displays were over 20 years old and needed renewal, as you can see from these photos; lovely classical Hessian fabric design, in a beautiful faded beige…!  A
 few years ago I did an MA in Museum Studies by Distance Learning, generously funded by the museum and for my MA dissertation, I decided to look at the Chartist displays and how they could be improved in the context of how political protests are interpreted in museums.  I wanted to make sure I did a dissertation which would have a practical outcome and which could benefit the museum. In the last few years interest in Chartism in the community has grown.  This has included the formation of an informal steering group on which I sit, marking the anniversary with a Chartist convention, and re-enactment of the Chartist protest by local schools.  The museum also hosted an event about people who have discovered they have chartist ancestors and there is now much interest in this family history topic, including a national website.   Other heritage sites across South-east Wales, in particular in the south Wales valleys have developed around the theme of Chartism and currently there is a large HLF project to redevelop the Shire Hall, Monmouth, where the Chartist trials took place.   

FUNDING: 

From these activities, Chartism is clearly still a topic which inspires local people, so we decided to apply for funding to improve the displays and approached various organisations including Esmee Fairbairn and Nesta, but unfortunately we failed to receive any external funding.  Last November was the 170th anniversary of the protest; we decided we were just going to go for it with the displays!  We were very fortunate that over a period of some years, we had a reserve exhibition renewal fund which had gradually increased.  We submitted a proposal to cabinet to use the money for the Chartist displays, which was approved.  The money had built up over years and so totalled £30K which to me, is a lot of money, but in relative terms of museum permanent display renewal, not that much.  We had decided some time ago that we would organise this project internally, and use the skills of our team, as this would save money and ensure that we had control over the process.  We had previously renewed our entrance displays with an external design firm and unfortunately this had not gone particularly well and we felt the internal process would be a better option, using external suppliers for certain elements.  
PROJECT TEAM

The project team included myself, our museum technician and our managers: Collections Manager and Access Officer.  I led on the project but worked very closely with our technician; Tristram on the design, layout, build and story.  Our managers supervised us and we had to run everything major by them, including approval of all text and designs.  We developed the story for the exhibition and the design and layout.  This initial process took a long time and required lots of research – our technician got very excited about having our own mood board with magazine cut-outs for colours and the style and design we wanted.  I must say that this is when the Museums Journal and Museums Practice and other such magazines became really useful!  We were also inspired by other museums.  In my dissertation, I had used the Peoples’ History Museum and the Tolpuddle Martyrs Museum as case studies.  The new surface displays at Big Pit were also an inspiration and Ceri Thompson, the Curator there was always very helpful and encouraging in advising us.   We wanted to have new, vibrant, simple, people-focused displays which make Chartism relevant today and question peoples’ beliefs about democracy and the vote.

DESIGN

So we worked on a brief for the design and layout of the exhibition. 
The exhibition would include the following sections: What and who were the Chartists? How and Why Chartism? The Protest, Chartism and family, The Trial, Sentencing and Calls for freedom, the Legacy, the Truck shop which would be an interactive and a Coal mining section.  Our
 original idea was to do some displays on industrialization and working and living conditions as background to the popularity of Chartism.  In the end we had to stick solely to Chartism because of the lack of resources and time, but coal mining stayed mainly for practical reasons - because the older display featured a coal dram and was a large object we didn’t want to move and we felt we could interpret the working and living conditions around the mines in South Wales alongside the Truck shop system to give some kind of context for the popularity of Chartism in the area
.  
BUILD

The demolition and the construction of the new displays was all done by our technician Tristram.  Heres some images of the display mid-build.The
 old displays were half the size of the new displays, so it meant double the amount of space had to be gutted.  The demolition began mid-August last year and took a fortnight.  Construction began early September and lasted until a week before the opening in April this year!  For six weeks of this, one of our museum assistants helped Tristram – this did however cost extra money as he was paid overtime for this work.  

We were also able to use in-house team skills as one of our front of house team is a sign-writer and very artistic.  He painted and designed the pillars and porch montage for the Westgate Hotel which was part of our design.  These are very effective which I think you can see from this image and was a really positive part of the construction and here it is.  We
 came across a lamp in our stores which had been bought as a prop but never used.  As it wasn’t accessioned into the collection, Tristram could repaint it and it became the lamp for the porch of the Westgate, depicted in so many of our drawings.  Buying a replica lamp of this quality would have been very expensive, so we were very glad to find this to cut down cost, but enhance our displays.

The Truck shop interactive became a thorn in our side – it was an idea from the start to make this an interactive; as it was seen as a good way to interpret this subject matter.  The designers employed an illustrator to do a drawing of a Truck Shop which needed to go through many changes with much help and advice from National Museum Wales staff, as initially it was far too modern for 1839.  We then had to work out an interactive that would bring some kind of learning experience while explaining the system.  Eventually we decided that there would be 5 spinning drums; the first would have 4/5choices of how many tokens per week you had to spend; the other 4 would have the products and their costs and the visitor has to choose the products so that they buy what they can within their means
.  However trying to work out the cost of different products in 1839 and relate that to tokens was something that nearly drove me mad, but I am very pleased with the outcome!  
The collection is not object-rich, but its an exciting story of a nationally important event.This means there is quite a lot of text but the design, style and colour mean that its broken up quite a bit and doesn’t appear overwhelming to the visitor.  Its also broken down into sections so you can read as much/little as you want to
.   Of course in Wales everything has to be bilingual, which doubles the amount of text on the design.  This is a real struggle and often means you cut down on content to cut down on the doubling of the text.
Our mood board inspired us with colours and design features and Tristram worked on a drawing and model of the space to design exactly what we wanted from the story and layout.   Armed with a brief for the themes of the display and measurements, we sent this out to 3 graphic designers. We chose a Bristol firm who had worked with Bristol Museum and Art Gallery and our choice was based on value for money and the designs and styles they came up with.  We also used suppliers for museum display cases, audio/visual work and flooring!  Our electricians’ department were able to take care of the lighting.

CASES:

Unfortunately as we all know, museum display cases are very expensive.  One very well-known company we contacted would have charged us our entire budget for the cases we needed!  In the end all we could afford was one large display case for the majority of objects linked to the chartists.  The best value for money for this was Armour Systems and we found it very easy and hassle-free to work with them.  The other cases were made by a contractor through our carpentry department.  We were able to specify the standards we needed for the cases and overall we are pleased with them and would go down this route again

to save money
.

AUDIO-VISUAL

From the very beginning of my research, my aim had been to incorporate sound and film in the exhibition as multi-sensory as possible but in a simple, sustainable way, mainly because we didn’t have enough funds to do anything all-singing and all-dancing, but also we lack the technical skills to be able to maintain such a display. 
We contacted 3 audio-visual companies, but I have to be honest and say that Blackbox AV in Port Talbot were always my favourites; we’ve used them a few times and they’ve always been very helpful, good value for money and of course, for us, they are local.  They provided two listening posts, a sensor-activated system for the noise of the protest and a TV and dvd player for our film.  

FILM: 

We were fortunate that some volunteers in the community had made a film with 2 local schools and a Chartist descendant.  The school pupils had interviewed Sylvia, the descendant, about her connection with the Chartists.  They were also filmed doing a re-enactment of the Chartist trial.  We had previously tried to get funding from Cymal - Welsh museums, libraries archives agency of the Welsh assembly - to continue this project –– but unfortunately we weren’t successful.  We were lucky that the volunteers involved were enthusiastic enough to keep going on their own and complete the film (and now they are moving on to do a second one!).  The original film was 17 mins long; obviously too long for a museum display, so needed editing and this was understood by one of the volunteers, who is a local historian who used to work at the museum. I made sure that all the editing decisions were made with him -  spending one whole day locked up with the film, working out what could be cut.  Blackbox did the actual editing for us, but because we were exact in what needed cutting, the actual studio time did not amount to much, which of course reduced the cost.
SOUND STORES:

Our two sound stores are located within the displays.  The first one is next to a room setting display which represents John Frost’s home.  A new graphic panel was fitted next to the room and you can now listen to John Frost talking about himself.  John Frost was played by one of the tour guides at Tredegar House who also facilitates school visits there playing the butler!  This again was a way of using skills we have in-house.

The second sound store is part of the Legacy section and the aim with this was to have 6 people talking about Chartism to try and bring it up to date and make it relevant to visitors today.   I decided to have 2 descendants of chartists and 4 local politicians.  From the community interest in Chartism and family history, I already had the contacts for descendants and they were willing to be interviewed for the new display.  I contacted all the local politicians; in Wales this also means the Assembly members; so we have two for Newport and 5 others who are regional members and 2 MPs.  In the interests of local authority partiality, I contacted all of them and interviewed those who responded.  Fortunately this included a Lib Dem, a Labour and Conservative politician, so all three were represented..!  Politicians do of course like to talk and however much you tell them they need to be impartial and not campaign, it’s in their nature to do so.  As they all talked for a minimum of 20 minutes; cutting them down to 2 mins wasn’t that hard and meant the interesting relevant bits were included
.  
I worked alongside colleagues and volunteers to transcribe the interviews, which is a time-consuming job.  We edited all of the interviews using the software Audacity (which can be downloaded for free from the internet). It was very time-consuming, however this substantially reduced the cost from Blackbox because we could send off the interviews already edited.
Our final piece of audio is activated by a sensor when you walk into the display and is the sound of the protest.  I recorded a local amateur dramatics group being ‘Chartists’!  We have a contact at the local theatre – our retired Collections Manager is the President there and arranged for me attend their rehearsal to record them shouting and stamping and generally being noisy!!!  This was something that worried me as I thought I’d need actual things for them to say – chants etc.  but I needn’t have worried; they threw themselves into it straight away and seemed expert as just making the right ‘noise’?!  I was also worried about the quality of the recording on our small digital recorder (M Audio microtracks), but it turned out fine.  I simply sent this to Blackbox and they incorporated it into the displays.  This was cheaper than getting Blackbox to do it with actors in their studio costing £500 a day!
DEADLINE:

Our initial deadline was the 170th anniversary celebrations in November 2009 which kicked off on 31st October.  By end of September, it became clear there was no way we were going to finish the whole display.  We worked towards achieving what we thought was possible: all the graphics for main part of the display were put in place, the main construction/building work for the design/layout was finished and the main display case was in place.  This meant that groups of visitors from the Chartist convention could be guided around the new exhibition space and we would market it as a sneak preview!  It was an exciting moment to reach this stage, as the exhibition had begun to take shape.  It was however very disappointing we hadn’t finished.  I think at that stage we had no idea how much longer the whole project would really take.  After Christmas, we returned with renewed energy to get it done.  Our absolute deadline had to be the end of March as our service plan for the year said that the display would be finished then.  We actually finished completely on 1st April and opened the exhibition on 7th April.
I thought it would now be useful to look at some of the positives and negatives of renewing a permanent display in-house to fit a small budget!

So I’ll start on an upbeat note!

Positives:

I was always really enthusiastic about using our in-house skills to create a brand new display.  I felt we had the necessary skills and abilities to achieve a great display and this has proved true.   

It was a real challenge – me and Tristram were on a really steep learning curve, but an exciting challenge.

Its all our own achievement and its there for the next 20 years…!

We had complete control over the story and layout and design.  We didn’t have a design company telling us what to do.  By using external suppliers for certain elements, they supplied us with material and didn’t say what we should have.  
We could change the layout and design easily along the way – there was a lot of flexibility.

The biggest advantage of all – it was cheaper.   For £30K we got a brand new permanent exhibition, with audio, visual and interactive elements.  It has completely transformed the space and breathed life and vibrancy into the most important event in Newport’s history.  With me and Tristram leading, we only employed suppliers for graphics, cases, audio-visual equipment, carpets, lighting etc.  We did it within our normal jobs so it didn’t cost extra.  We were able to do lots of editing in-house of the sound, film and all the text.  We employed a professional mount-maker for the display of the weapons, but the rest of the objects were mounted by our art curator, who used to be our display officer.

It was a dream of mine to change the Chartist displays at the museum – I still can’t quite believe we’ve done it, but the idea started over a cocktail with museum friends and has now ended with this fantastic new display.  I’d learnt about Chartism in school and at college and always been fascinated about it – I think that being local gave me more of a heart and passion for the subject which I longed to see interpreted in a more accessible exciting way, so for me in terms of my professional career, it is a dream come true
!You can see what a difference it makes from this general view.
Now on to the negatives…!

Even though I laid out timescales for chunks of the project; it took longer than anticipated.  We were very late!  We underestimated the time things took – we were very ambitious with our timeline, especially with areas like the initial design and layout and with the text and object labels and the length of time it took to organise things like interviews, editing etc..  I had allocated a lot of time for writing, proofing, editing the text, but it still took longer than I thought.  The object labels took a lot longer than anticipated.  It seems small chunks of succinct text seem to take the longest to get right.  I think also that again we all carried on with our normal work and yet the text had to be written by me, edited, come back to me for changes, go back again for checking, then it got changed by the designers, then finally it went for Welsh translation.  
It was incredibly stressful!  There are one or two of you in the room who shared in the stress and realise how much pressure it was, but it would be hard for me to put it into words now.   There were points in the last six months when I really wanted to pack it all in – I’m sure we’ve all been there.

It was a huge workload for a few people. We’re a small museum with not many members of staff.  It means we organise everything.  It was an extra project on top of everyday work.  
The designers would have liked to shape the design, layout and story more from the start, but saying that, I wouldn’t change the design – I love it and right from the start, they came up with the kind of style I wanted.  

Opening
I’ve decided to leave the best till last, so after discussing the positives and negatives, lets end on a high with the official opening.  Before Christmas last year I came up with the inspired idea of asking a celebrity to open the exhibition.  I had come to the conclusion that Chartism needed a big opening event.  It’s a very important event in Newport’s history, its not often a museum gets to change a permanent display and while the effects of the recession rumbled along, it was important to get good publicity and a high profile for the museum.  So I aimed high and went for ultimate prestige – a Hollywood star!  I approached the actor Michael Sheen.  His uncle was the director of the play whose actors we recorded being chartists and I managed to get the details of his agent from the Theatre’s President.  The response from the Michael Sheen camp was very positive. Although hes based in LA – aren’t they all? – he is back and for to Port Talbot where his family live all the time.  He was due over in April and we were able to negotiate a date with him to open the exhibition.  Just to clarify as I experienced a lot of this, we’re not talking about Charlie Sheen or Martin Sheen or even Barry Sheen (a motorcyclist I’m told), we’re talking Michael Sheen as in the guy who played Tony Blair in The Queen, David Frost in Frost/Nixon, and has also starred in one of the Twilight films.  He was brought up in Port Talbot, but was actually born in Newport and spent the first five years of his life here.  This was very exciting and a real coup for us.

So after months of heartache and hard work, we finally had the grand opening of the Chartist displays on 7th April 2010 in the presence of an A-list Hollywood star!  There were over 100 people at the opening, including the Leader of the Council and, local AM’s and councillors and corporate directors. It was informal and relaxed but full of celebration and I think, showed the museum in a very positive light to many important people.  We asked one of the descendants who we interviewed to read a Chartist poem and got Michael to cut the ribbon which as you can see from this image, made everyone smile…!  He
 brought along his mum and dad – you can see his dad here – the one who looks like Jack Nicholson – he is actually a Jack Nicholson lookalike!  We attracted lots of publicity for this – we were filmed for S4C and featured in the local paper.  The news seemed to spread fast as we’ve had lots of visitors to the display and groups who’ve come in to visit.  
We’re very pleased with the way the display is being used.  We have lots of visitors writing their thoughts on our legacy wall and the Truck shop interactive is used well.   We’re printing fliers to promote the new displays and the Museums Journal is going to do a review of the display.
We’ve decided to keep going with the celebrity theme and are asking the Manic Street preachers to open a temporary exhibition later in the year (which they aren’t available for, I’ve since found out!).  Celebrity endorsement is the way forward as far as we are concerned as we’ve just been told that we are likely to face cuts in the next year.

So I think I’ll stop there before I bore you with my images of me and my fave celeb!
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